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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Social media platforms are some of the largest and most frequently used websites, 

allowing for an unmatched degree of connection and virtual community. However, social media 

platforms are also rife with thin-idealized content promoting unattainable beauty standards, 

driven in large part by the prevalence of health and fitness influencers, some of which have 

millions of followers. Interested in this discrepancy between content widely acknowledged to be 

damaging to young women’s self-esteem and body satisfaction and the massive audience for 

creators of said content, I decided to further investigate the motivations for following health and 

fitness influencers.  

As influencers continue to grow in popularity, I feel it is important that we better 

understand how and why audiences choose to engage with health and fitness influencers, as well 

as what characteristics of influencers incentivize this engagement. While there is a large body of 

research on social media’s overall effect on mental health and behaviors, as well as a specific 

subset of research devoted to the effects of viewing fitspiration or body-positive content, little 

research has been conducted to understand the factors driving engagement from an audience 

perspective. 

By investigating what motivates audiences to engage with health and fitness influencer 

content, as well as what criteria are used when determining which influencers to follow, I am 

hopeful this research will inform influencer behavior by providing valuable insight into what 

aspects of their brand have the highest levels of appeal. These conclusions may also benefit 

brands and companies seeking to partner with influencers by helping identify what resonates 

with specific audiences.  



 2 

To achieve this goal, I interviewed 10 women who regularly consume content from 

health and fitness influencers on Instagram. I asked each participant to identify why they first 

started engaging with health and fitness influencers and the specific topics they were most 

interested in. I also explored the value influencers bring to their daily lives and asked them about 

how they determine which influencers are worthy of following in the crowded media landscape.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

Innovations in technology have made the world an increasingly digital space. Social 

media platforms are now some of the largest and most frequently used websites, allowing for a 

degree of connection that surpasses that of any other medium. For example, Instagram, one of 

the leading visual platforms, is used by 37% of U.S. adults and has roughly 1 billion active 

reported users on a monthly basis (Sprout Social, 2020).  

However, these platforms are also rife with content that promotes body dissatisfaction 

and internalization of unattainable beauty standards. As part of a study investigating the impact 

of exposure of thin-idealized Instagram photos on body image, Anixiadis et al. (2019) found that 

97.4% of their survey respondents viewed thin-idealized images at least sometimes, with 56.4% 

saying they saw them at least half of the time they spent browsing the platform.  

One contributing factor to the prevalence of thin-idealized content on the platform is the 

popularity of health and fitness influencers. For the purposes of this study, influencers are 

defined as “people who have established credibility with large social media audiences because of 

their knowledge and expertise on particular topics, and thereby exert a significant influence on 

their followers’ and peer consumers’ decisions” (Ki and Kim, 2019).  

Social media influencers have capitalized on the interactive and personalized nature of 

these platforms and built devoted communities that place an enormous amount of trust in these 

content creators. According to data from Statista, the audience size for some influencers is 

comparable to that of traditional media, and consumption among young audiences is still 

growing (Tankovska, 2021). Additionally, 2016 data revealed 92% of consumers are actually 

more likely to trust an influencer than alternative forms of advertising (Weinswig, 2016). Despite 
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the enormous power of social media influencers, relatively little research has been done to 

understand the factors driving audience engagement, particularly engagement with health and 

fitness influencers.  

The Impact of Social Media’s Beauty Standard 

As social media is specifically “the media of one’s peers” (Williams and Ricciardelli, 

2014, p. 2), users are increasingly able to compare themselves with their equals, or figures who 

feel like equals, rather than untouchable figures such as models and celebrities. This feeling of 

equality can make appearance comparisons seem more attainable, and thus put more pressure on 

young women to match society’s beauty standard. Research from Nweke and Jarrar (2019) 

corroborates these findings: heavy users of social media are more likely to engage in unnecessary 

self-criticism, negative feelings about oneself and body dissatisfaction. In 2017, the UK’s Royal 

Society for Public Health cited Instagram as “the worst social media for mental health,” citing 

the platform’s emphasis on visuals as “driving feelings of inadequacy and anxiety in young 

people,” (RSPH, 2017). An internal presentation from Facebook further underscores the negative 

effects of social media platforms on mental health, revealing that “among teens who reported 

suicidal thoughts, 13% of British users and 6% of American users traced the issue to Instagram,” 

(Bursztynsky and Feiner, 2021). The same presentation found that 32% of teen girls said that 

when they felt bad about their bodies, Instagram made them feel even worse.  

Furthermore, the cumulative viewing of thin-idealized social media content negatively 

affects audience behavior. Meyer (2011) found that the most important reason most young 

women untag themselves from images on Facebook is to “prevent physically unappealing photos 

from being seen by others.” Meyer theorized that women perceive the world as prettier than it is 

in reality, making it harder to measure up to their standards of “real beauty,” seemingly ignorant 
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to the fact that their standard is based on manipulated photos that have been carefully edited to 

minimize or correct any perceived imperfections. A study of teenagers in England and Wales 

corroborates Meyer’s theory: 62% of surveyed 15 to 16-year-olds felt that social media had 

ramped up expectations surrounding their personal appearance. According to the researchers, 

Photoshopped images and the sharing of only the most flattering shots has fundamentally shifted 

young people’s collective understanding of what a normal body looks like (Parveen, 2018). 

As media representations gradually socialize women to compare themselves to an ideal 

standard, Tiggeman et al. (2020b) investigated the practice of selfie editing, finding that negative 

mood and body dissatisfaction both increased after taking and editing selfies. The researchers 

concluded that women are likely comparing themselves to the societal ideal when they are 

selecting and editing photos of themselves, so they take on a particularly critical view of their 

own appearance. Further supporting the idea that cumulative exposure to thin-idealized social 

media results in increased levels of self-criticism, an eye tracking study established a positive 

correlation between overall Instagram usage and the amount of attention spent on high anxiety 

body regions when examining photos of oneself (Couture Bue, 2020). By believing social media 

content to be reflective of reality, users unconsciously apply that framework to the real world, 

though the two are often not compatible. 

Overall, existing research clearly illustrates that social media platforms taken as a 

collective whole are actively contributing to the perpetuation of unrealistic beauty standards. 

Many health and fitness influencers claim to be countering these restrictive norms by posting 

unfiltered “authentic” content that is supposed to more accurately reflect reality and better 

connect with audiences, though additional research is required to determine if they are successful 

in that goal.  
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The Negative Psychological Effects of Viewing Fitspiration 

 The majority of existing research into health and fitness content on social media focuses 

on a specific subset of content called fitspiration. For the purposes of this research, fitspiration -- 

an amalgamation of the words fitness and inspiration -- will be defined as media content that 

promotes working out, dieting, and other image-conscious behaviors to achieve a “fit” body. 

Though ostensibly focused on promoting a healthy lifestyle, a content analysis of 1,000 images 

labeled with the hashtag fitspiration on Instagram revealed the individuals depicted were 

generally very thin or low in body fat and muscular, conforming the pervading sociocultural 

definition of attractiveness (Deighton-Smith and Bell, 2018). Fitspiration often takes an overly 

simplistic approach to wellness that ignores barriers such as lack of time and resources to 

exercise or limited access to healthy food, as evidenced by the common themes ‘commitment 

and self-regulation’ and ‘pleasure and perseverance through pain’ identified by Deighton-Smith 

and Bell.  

Viewing image-focused fitspiration content, even for just a brief 10-minute period, is 

correlated with decreased mood and increased anxiety (Kohler et al., 2020). Providing additional 

support for this conclusion, Prichard et al. developed an experimental design to examine the 

effect of viewing fitspiration on body dissatisfaction, mood, and exercise behavior in young 

women and found that viewing fitspiration was correlated with higher rates of negative mood 

and body dissatisfaction as compared to the control group who viewed travel-focused content. 

With regard to exercise behavior, participants who viewed fitspiration content did not travel any 

farther on the treadmill during their allotted time than participants who viewed control images 

(Prichard et al., 2020). This suggests that in addition to the known psychological consequences 
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of fitspiration, there is also limited evidence of benefits, though more research is needed to draw 

a definite conclusion.  

Additional research from Fardouly et al. (2018) determined viewing fitspiration was 

positively correlated with increased body dissatisfaction and a drive for thinness as well. 

Furthermore, internalization of the beauty ideal and appearance comparison tendencies were 

positively correlated with the frequency of viewing fitspiration content. Interestingly, the study 

indicated that fitspiration produced by celebrities has less of an impact on body image than 

content produced by peers. The study acknowledges that more research is needed, but theorizes 

that users are more likely to be cognizant that photos from celebrities are edited and thus 

unrealistic, mitigating their potential influence on body image. This raises questions for future 

research on the role of health and fitness influencers, as their credibility generally stems from 

their perceived authenticity. 

Further compounding the evidence that viewing fitspiration can be psychologically 

harmful, a 2018 study found that for one-quarter of participants, viewing fitspiration resulted in a 

“sense of feeling inadequate in terms of their appearance, fitness level and overall sense of 

worth,” (Raggatt et al., 2018). 

Fitspiration content has also been linked with an increased risk of eating disorders. A 

2016 comparison of women who post fitspiration images on Instagram and a comparison group 

of women who post travel images revealed that almost a fifth (17.5%) of women regularly 

posting fitspiration were at risk for diagnosis of a clinical eating disorder, compared to just 4.3% 

of the travel group (Holland and Tiggeman, 2016). 

In a 2018 study of motivations for engaging with fitspiration content, participants -- both 

male and female -- stated that they believed women tend to be more vulnerable than men to the 
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negative effects of fitspiration. In line with this belief, the majority of recorded statements 

around guilt, negative body image, and concerns about compulsive viewing of fitspiration 

content came from the women participating in the study. Furthermore, participants anticipated 

that younger users would be more likely to be “deceived by unrealistic content, consumed by the 

lifestyle and, thus, most likely to experience negative effects,” (Easton, et al., 2018). As Statista 

(2019) reports that women between the ages of 16 and 24 are 31% more likely to follow social 

media influencers than men, the study’s results underscore particular risks for young women who 

engage in regular consumption of fitspiration content. 

While the vast majority of research into the effects of viewing fitspiration reaches the 

uniform conclusion that it is harmful to users’ self-esteem and perceptions of body image, the 

existing body of research looks at content in isolation, failing to take into account how looking at 

a profile or content creator more holistically could affect users’ perception of fitspiration content.  

Potential Beneficial Effects of “Body Positive” Content 

Recognizing the potential harms of fitspiration content that emphasizes dieting and 

working out to achieve the ideal body standard, there is a growing community on social media 

that instead posts “body positive” content, defined by Cohen et al. (2019) as content that “aims to 

challenge these narrow societal prescriptions for female beauty in favour of a broader 

conceptualisation of beauty, body acceptance of all shapes and sizes, and body appreciation.” 

The movement has massive popularity across Instagram; as of January 2020, over 11 million 

posts were tagged with #bodypositive, four million were tagged #bodypositivity and over one 

million used the shorthand #bopo (Instagram, January 2020). Despite the movement’s massive 

popularity, there has been limited research on its specific content and impact, with limited 

agreement between the studies that have been conducted.  
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Though much of the research on the impacts of body-focused social media content on 

self-esteem and body image centers around the images themselves, the accompanying captions 

can also play a role. Fitspiration is primarily confined to visuals, but research has shown captions 

also impact young women’s moods and feelings about their bodies. Davies et al. (2020) 

specifically focused on the accompanying captions to determine if neutral or body positive 

captions could mitigate the effects of viewing fitspiration. Participants were exposed to images 

with either a fitspiration, neutral, or body positive caption. In the resulting findings, body 

positive captions were associated with higher levels of body esteem post-exposure as compared 

to neutral or fitspiration captions.  

However, a similar study conducted by Tiggeman et al. (2020a) discovered the opposite: 

the addition of captions encouraging body acceptance, celebration, and appreciation did not lead 

to significant decreases in body dissatisfaction or increases in body appreciation, which suggests 

that the positive effect of body positive posts should be attributed to the images themselves, not 

the accompanying caption. One possible reason for the discrepancy in results between the two 

studies is the variance in images used. In the prior study, the stimuli included both posed and 

active images of people, but also food to reflect the full range of content included in the broad 

term fitspiration. This contrasts with the study from Tiggeman et al. (2020a), which used body 

positive captions alongside images exclusively on thin and average-sized women. Further 

research is necessary to more accurately judge the potential effects of promoting body positivity 

through captions. 

  Providing additional support for the positive impacts of viewing content that is body 

positive compared to fitspiration, a study from Cohen et al. (2019) compared the mood, body 

satisfaction, and self-esteem of participants after they viewed either fitspiration, neutral, or body 
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positive Instagram content. Participants who viewed body positive content reported 

improvements in positive mood and body satisfaction. Furthermore, though participants who 

viewed body positive and thin idealized content both reported higher rates of self-objectification 

than the control group, participants who viewed body positive images made significantly more 

positive comments about their own appearance, whereas participants who viewed fitspiration 

were more likely to have negative perceptions of their appearances. 

 Though findings are mixed on the potential benefits of body-positive content, both in 

isolation and in direct comparison with fitspiration, the movement’s popularity is widespread and 

has the potential to influence how influencers create and promote content in the health and 

wellness space.  

Evaluating the Allure of Health and Fitness Influencers 

Health and fitness influencers walk a fine line between the increasing desire for more 

authenticity on social media and the proliferation of heavily edited, posed images of women’s 

bodies that are prevalent in fitspiration. By “posting unedited or ‘realistic’ visuals of the body, 

sharing moments from the everyday and talking about struggles with mental health and body 

image,” some influencers are positioning themselves as an alternative to the picture-perfect 

fitspiration that is posted by many Instagram accounts (Reade, 2021). Such ‘unfiltered’ content is 

carefully curated to create a shared sense of belonging and connectedness between influencers 

and their audience, which can then be used to establish a personal brand and commercial value 

for the influencer.  

That perceived connection between the influencer and their followers can be further 

heightened through creating opportunities for personalized interactions on the platform. By 

addressing followers in captions and comments, influencers can create an artificial sense of 
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closeness with their audiences. Furthermore, encouraging the audience to interact back through 

likes and comments heightens the perception of an influencer as your approachable, long-

distance best friend (Tan, 2021).  

Such audience curation is a widespread strategy, but influencers must be wary of being so 

authentic that they’re no longer perceived as an inspirational figure. When surveyed, Reade’s 

participants said they would unfollow influencers who are “too whiney or down” or frequently 

post about “really negative stuff,” meaning these content creators must constantly “negotiate the 

breadth and depth of their self-disclosures in order to still maintain an upbeat personality and 

inspirational persona,” (Reade, 2021).  

Furthermore, participants in Tan’s study of influencer credibility placed more importance 

on the information they could obtain than on perceived similarity with the influencer, suggesting 

that staying on-brand with consistent content is crucial to maintain an engaged following (Tan, 

2021).  

Providing further support for the draw of health and fitness influencers’ perceived 

authenticity, Raggatt et al. found that participants exhibited a greater sense of trust for ‘everyday’ 

people who would give a more honest account of their difficulties as compared to paid models or 

actresses (2018). This perceived authenticity can attract large and devoted followings that can 

eventually be used to secure brand partnerships and endorsement, especially as research shows 

that brand-generated messages lack authenticity and are viewed as intrusive compared to 

influencer content (Tan, 2021). In a 2020 study comparing advertisements from celebrities and 

influencers, participants identified more with influencers than celebrities, felt more similar to 

influencers than celebrities, and overall trusted influencers more than celebrities (Schouten et al., 
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2020). This raises important questions for how audiences perceive and engage with sponsored 

content specifically from health and fitness influencers on the platform.  

Though drawn to influencers for easy access to social support and health information, 

some participants acknowledged that finding reliable and accurate information could be 

challenging due to the unregulated nature of social media. This subset of participants were wary 

of “uneducated and underqualified” influencers giving inappropriate advice (Raggat et al., 2018).  

As fitspiration and other forms of health and wellness content saturate the platform, it is 

important to understand users’ continued motivations for engaging with this content.  

Conclusion 

 Health and fitness influencers have increasingly capitalized on social media’s interactive 

nature to build relationships with their devoted followings, eventually utilizing those 

relationships through monetary gain with sponsored content and brand deals. Despite the 

enormous power of influencer marketing, particularly in the health and wellness space, the 

majority of existing research is narrowly focused on either the negative effects of viewing 

fitspiration content or the potential benefits of taking a more body-positive approach, and both 

approaches fail to center influencers in the conversation. As a result, there is a clear gap with 

regard to exploring audience motivations for engaging with influencer content within the health 

and fitness space.  

For the purposes of this study, engagement is defined as following an account, liking or 

commenting on a post, sending content to friends, or viewing an Instagram Story. This definition 

is purposefully broad to encompass the broad range of potential interactions audiences can have 

with health and fitness content on the platform. Notably, simply viewing a post does not count as 
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engagement, as people can easily scroll through content they’re not specifically interested in 

when browsing their feeds.  

After identifying a gap in this area, this study has been designed to examine how health 

and fitness influencers on Instagram are successfully reaching their audience. Based on a review 

of the existing literature, the following research questions have emerged to guide further study: 

RQ1: What motivates college-aged women to engage with content from health and fitness 

influencers on Instagram? 

RQ2: What criteria do these women use to determine which influencers to follow? 
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Chapter 3: Analysis 

Despite the popularity of influencers in the health and fitness space, relatively little 

research has been conducted to understand the specific audience motivations for following 

influencers, or the criteria they use to determine which creators to follow. To better answer these 

questions, I sought to interview 10 women aged 18-24 who follow health and fitness influencers 

on Instagram. As previous research illustrated that women are both more likely to follow 

influencers and more likely to consume health and fitness content, I chose to exclude men from 

my research sample.  

Along similar lines, I focused my research on Instagram because it is the primary image-

driven platform, though I acknowledge that other social media platforms, such Facebook, 

Twitter, and TikTok can also host influencer content.  

I performed semi-structured interviews via Zoom with each participant and analyzed each 

conversation transcript to identify common motivations and criteria for engagement with health 

and fitness influencers. In each interview, I deliberately avoided defining health and fitness 

content for the participant, instead asking them to identify common themes and topics the 

influencers they follow were posting about.  

Overarching Themes 

In analyzing the transcripts of each interview, I identified that my participants were 

primarily seeking workout ideas and advice, healthy recipes, and general lifestyle content.  

Many participants started following health and fitness influencers at a period of transition 

in their life. These influencers, often chosen for their similarity in age and circumstance, 

provided a valuable roadmap for navigating new situations, and my participants valued the 

relatability of their favorite influencers.  
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As far as determining the extent to which they trusted the influencers they followed, my 

participants had mixed opinions. Some emphasized trustworthiness as a key factor for 

determining whether or not to follow or engage, but others didn’t feel trust was a priority. 

Several participants preferred influencers with licenses or certifications, which made their 

educational content feel more reliable.  

Though my participants recognized brand partnerships as the main way for influencers to 

monetize their platforms, several cited feelings of annoyance at being served sponsored content 

on a regular basis or critiqued brand deals for coming across as forced and inauthentic.  

Ultimately, the underlying factors for deciding to follow an influencer varied widely 

between participants, with many participants utilizing different sets of criteria dependent on the 

specific niche the influencer occupied and the perceived seriousness of the subject matter. 

Emphasizing Healthy, Not Skinny 

One of the primary draws toward health and fitness influencers for my participants was 

their emphasis on body-positive or body-neutral content.  

Interviewee #5 started following body-positive health and fitness influencers at the 

advice of her dietician. In contrast to the popular idea of health and fitness accounts that 

emphasize “flat stomach pictures” all the time, her favorite influencers take a more inclusive 

approach. Their content highlights women of all different sizes and emphasizes intuitive eating 

and listening to your body. Interviewee #7 also prioritizes following accounts that emphasize 

building strength and flexibility over looking a certain way. “It’s not like, ‘Okay, got to do these 

Burpees so you can work off that piece of cake,’ or whatever, it’s more like ‘Do these Burpees so 

that your body can feel better and you can become stronger,’” she said.  

Providing Motivation and Education 
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Influencers were also commonly cited as a source of motivation. After years of following 

health and fitness creators on YouTube as a young teenager, seeing their content on her feed 

serves as a daily reminder of the value Interviewee #3 places on living a healthy lifestyle. “I see 

this content every day, so when I’m scrolling through my feed and I see someone working out, 

it’s a reminder that I’m following these people for a reason and I want to work out too,” she said. 

As Interviewee #2 began getting more interested in health and fitness at the beginning of the 

pandemic, influencers served not only as a motivating factor, but as educators. “A lot of the 

people I followed were posting beginner-friendly workouts and I was literally starting out at zero 

so that really appealed to me,” she said. Their beginner-friendly workouts provided a valuable 

starting point, from which she could determine what advice did and didn’t work for her personal 

goals. Similarly, Interviewee #8 valued influencers for their expertise and guidance. As she 

worked to improve her fitness and running ability, influencers were a vital source of educational 

content that was difficult to find elsewhere. 

Throughout the interview process, the majority of my participants agreed health and 

fitness influencers deliver value that can’t be replicated by other sources of media that lack social 

media’s interactive nature. Participants also preferred social media for the ability to select which 

accounts to follow, filtering out content that doesn’t align with their personal values or goals. 

Compared to other social media platforms, Instagram was further valued for its emphasis on 

visual content as compared to other platforms such as Facebook and Twitter.  

Seeking Out Influencers at a Transitional Life Stage 

Throughout my interviews, participants consistently mentioned seeking out content from 

health and fitness influencers during transitional periods in their life.  
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For example, Interviewee #1 began seeking out health and fitness content during her 

senior year of high school. With college approaching, “I kind of realized that I needed to start 

getting into my own habits because I would be leaving and going to school eventually, and not 

have this structured routine,” Interviewee #1 said. While Interviewee #3 had been interested in 

health and fitness content as early as middle school, the transition to college similarly deepened 

her interest in finding specific influencers to provide healthy recipes and workout ideas to match 

her busy new lifestyle.  

At the beginning of the pandemic, health and fitness influencer content provided a 

valuable sense of togetherness for Interviewee #2. After joining TikTok during the beginning 

wave of shutdowns and stay-at-home orders, she began seeking out more health and fitness 

content across both TikTok and Instagram. She said: “Not a lot of my close friends are really into 

it [health and fitness], so it’s nice to have a community around it.”  

For Interviewee #4, her recent move to New York City only deepened an existing interest 

in health and fitness influencers. “Now that I’m living alone and don’t have as many friends 

here, I definitely follow along more closely because I have more free time to do so,” she said. 

Like Interviewee #2, following influencers became a refreshing source of community as 

Interviewee #4’s “real life” friends don’t place as much value on health and fitness.  

As my participants navigated these changing circumstances, following health and fitness 

influencers provided a valuable resource and sense of community to ease the transition.  

Looking For Relatable, Not Aspirational  

All 10 of my participants agreed that they looked for influencers to be relatable, more so 

than aspirational. Participants favored influencers that are close in age and living a similar 
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lifestyle. For my participants in their senior year of college or navigating the first year after 

graduation, influencers provide a valuable roadmap to ease transition.  

“If they’re close in age and dealing with similar stresses and circumstances, that’s a big 

draw for me as I navigate post-grad and creating routines for myself,” said Interviewee #9.  

Interviewee #4 agreed, saying, “I would say that I use them as a resource for what I'm 

going through in life. I went through a breakup, and another influencer who was a fitness coach 

was also going through a breakup like four months earlier and I went back to her old posts to see 

how she got through it and tried to apply those tips to my life.”  

When deciding which influencers to follow, Interviewee #9 uses a simple test: “Would I 

want to hang out with this person in real life if given the opportunity?” If the answer is yes, she 

hits the follow button.  

Though my participants unanimously agreed to valuing relatability, they recognize that it 

can be a facade. When I asked about her feelings about edited photos, Interviewee #6 said, “I just 

take everything with a grain of salt, because it is social media.” Additionally, Interviewee #9 

recognized that social media is a “highlight reel” but cited a big difference between influencers 

who move to get the best lighting or blur out a pimple and actually changing what their bodies 

look like with advanced editing software.  

In addition to obviously staged and overly edited photos, influencers’ continued success 

on the platform can make it difficult to maintain the relatable image that initially attracted their 

following. “This one fitness influencer I follow started off with very humble beginnings where it 

felt like she was more relatable to me, but as she grew her following, it felt like her lifestyle got 

more unattainable,” said Interviewee #3. Interviewee #10 agreed that material differences in 
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lifestyle make it difficult to connect with some influencers in the health and fitness space, due to 

their “bougie” lifestyle and taste for boutique fitness classes and expensive athleisure. 

Ultimately, the majority of my participants recognized that it’s unlikely to find a health 

and fitness influencer that’s an exact match with their lifestyle and interests but emphasized that 

perceptions of authenticity are still a key driver of engagement.  

The Importance of Trustworthiness 

When I asked participants to what extent they trust the influencers that they follow, 

responses were mixed.  

For Interviewee #1, trust is built on authenticity and transparency. “It depends on how 

much of their life they give me,” she said. “Do they show me the days where they don’t look 

perfect and they’re bloated and they don’t feel good, but they still went to the gym just to walk 

three miles and move their body?”  

Interviewee #2 agreed that it’s hard to trust influencers when it feels like they’re not 

always being transparent. “I think some people kind of put off this idea that they always look like 

this and when they go to the gym, their hair is always in this beautiful ponytail and they have a 

matching Gymshark set and that’s just not the reality for the average person,” she said. 

In contrast, Interviewee #8 said trust doesn’t play a role in her consumption of health and 

fitness content: “It just doesn’t seem that serious, so I don’t really feel the need to put my faith in 

these people that I don’t actually know in real life.”  

For the majority of my participants, the importance of trust was relative to the seriousness 

of the content. “It kind of depends on what their topic is,” Interviewee #6 said. “I won’t take 

health advice from just anyone, but I don’t really need to trust someone if I’m just making a 

quick recipe.” 
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Interviewee #7 agreed that while she doesn't necessarily want influencers recommending 

big ticket purchases or major lifestyle changes, she’s more likely to trust recommendations for a 

new arm routine or buy a new flavor of coffee creamer that comes highly recommended. “It’s a 

grain of salt thing,” she said. “If they were like, ‘You have to buy this weight machine,’ I don’t 

think I would do it, but with low-risk types of purchases and decisions, I think I trust them, but I 

wouldn’t trust them with anything more than the cost of a pair of leggings, if that makes sense.”  

Throughout my interviews, the topic of licensing and certifications came up repeatedly as a way 

to increase participants’ trust in an influencer. Interviewee #6 said “Obviously, I’m going to trust 

the dietitians more than someone who’s just like “Oh, this sounded like a good combination for 

dinner.” It’s [trust] definitely somewhat based on certifications and qualifications.”  

Interviewee #4 follows a broad range of influencers, not all of which are certified 

professionals, but acknowledges she’s more invested in content when she knows the influencer 

has education to back up their claims. “If they lack the certifications, they are very transparent 

about it, and [then] I know to take their content with a grain of salt,” she said.  

Despite the varied responses around the importance of trust, the majority of my 

participants agreed that transparency goes a long way toward building a loyal following.  

The Impact of Brand Partnerships and Sponsored Content 

When discussion turned to the topic of brand partnerships and sponsored content, 

participants understood it as a necessary aspect of being an influencer, but they weren’t 

necessarily enthusiastic about encountering the posts in their feeds.  

Due to her work in influencer marketing, Interviewee #3 has a better understanding of 

sponsorships than the average user but takes issue when the partnership is a poor fit between the 

brand and creator.  “It makes sense if a food influencer constantly uses a certain ingredient or a 
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certain product, and then they get sponsored by that person, but if they're getting something out 

of left field, it’s a little bit annoying to have to scroll through and feel like all you’re following is 

ads.”  

Interviewee #1 agreed that the success of a brand deal depends on the sponsor. “If it’s 

just out of nowhere that they have a code and you need to use it but it’s the first time you’ve 

worn those leggings, are they really the best?” she said. 

Ensuring the advertised product is a strong fit with the influencer’s established brand can 

make the sponsorship feel more credible. Multiple participants mentioned that they feel more 

positive about brand deals if they have seen the influencer include the product in posts before 

receiving a sponsorship.  

Citing an influencer she follows who uses a scoop of protein powder in every video 

where she’s making a shake or smoothie as an example, Interviewee #7 is fine with the 

occasional sponsored post based on the pattern of repeated use. “She obviously likes the product 

so it’s fine with me if she makes 10% if I buy this protein powder through a link,” she said.  

While the majority of my participants were generally accepting of the need for branded 

content, as that is how influencers make the majority of their income from the platform, there is a 

point where it gets to be too much. “I swear that sometimes the algorithm is only showing me 

sponsored posts from people,” said Interviewee #8. “When everything I see is an ad, that’s super 

annoying because that’s not really why I follow people.”  

While influencers should be wary of accepting so many sponsorships that their page turns 

into a series of advertisements, the occasional brand partnership is widely recognized as a normal 

feature of the platform, and even anticipated by the audience.   

Determining Which Specific Influencers to Follow 
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Throughout my interviews, there was little consistency for how my participants decided 

which influencers to follow within the crowded health and fitness landscape. It was common for 

participants to group influencers by the topics they posted about and provide different criteria for 

each group.  

To sort through the competition for her attention, Interviewee #4 utilizes a trial period to 

make her decisions: “I give it like about a month and if I don't see any use for their content, I will 

unfollow,” she said. 

For Interviewee #7, a positive outlook goes a long way towards earning a follower. “I 

feel like social media can be such a negative place already that I don’t need someone yelling at 

me or trying to shame me into doing something,” she said. Creating a sense of community is also 

helpful. She added, “If people are commenting on their posts and the creator comes and 

comments back, that’s also something that makes me want to stay on their profile and stay 

engaged with them.”  

Interviewee #1 specifically emphasized personality as a main driver in her decision to 

follow a specific influencer. “I want people to give me a more holistic view, and that they’re 

doing things that are fun and exciting as well,” she said. “You have to be personable, because 

otherwise you’re not going to get any traction.” 

 One spot of consistency throughout my interviews was the preference for influencers who 

predominantly utilize Instagram Stories for their content. 

Interviewee #5 attributed her preference for the quick snippets to her short attention span, 

while Interviewee #6 likes influencers that emphasize Stories so their content doesn’t clog her 

main feed and drown out posts from her friends and family.  
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In contrast, Interviewee #10 prefers Stories for a more unfiltered look at her favorite 

influencers. Because they expire after 24 hours, “They [influencers] don’t have to worry as 

much, I guess, about how something will be perceived or how it will fit into their broader 

aesthetic so they can be a lot more relaxed.”  

As health and fitness is a broad category encompassing a wide range of potential topics, it 

is unsurprising that there is little consistency in the criteria used to evaluate which influencers are 

deemed worthy of following.  

Discussion 

Throughout the research process and interviewing, I hoped to provide influencers and the 

brands that partner with them a better understanding of the factors driving audience engagement. 

To that end, I used two overarching questions to guide my research:  

RQ1: What motivates college-aged women to engage with content from health and fitness 

influencers on Instagram? 

RQ2: What criteria do these women use to determine which influencers to follow? 

To answer RQ1, the primary motivations to engage with health and fitness influencers 

were relatively straightforward. Though my participants had different goals and expectations, 

they generally looked to influencers as a source of motivation or education to guide them on their 

individual health fitness journeys, whether they had been engaging with these influencers for five 

years or just five months.  

Additionally, I found that influencers can serve a valuable counterbalance to broader 

society’s emphasis on thin-idealized content by promoting body-positive and body-neutral ways 

of thinking about health and wellness, a welcome shift from Interviewee #3’s early experiences 
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with health and fitness content that emphasized “how to get a smaller waist and how to change 

your body and make yourself smaller.”  

Lastly, influencers, especially when close in age to their audience, can serve as a valuable 

guide and help their followers navigate transitions and new life stages. Participants universally 

expressed a desire for the influencers they follow to be relatable rather than aspirational, as they 

derived the most value from engaging with influencers whose daily life aligns with theirs.  

In each interview, I purposely did not define health and fitness content for my 

participants to better understand if participants were more likely to engage with specific topics or 

approaches within the broader health and fitness category. Though participants had similar 

motivations driving their engagement, they interacted with a broad range of content within health 

and fitness, including healthy recipes, workout inspiration, intuitive eating, body-positive and 

body-neutral approaches to fitness, and general lifestyle content.  

Considering RQ2, definitive answers are much less clear. Each of my participants had 

their own unique priorities and criteria to evaluate which influencers aligned with their own 

goals and priorities. Some participants even utilized different criteria depending on the 

influencer’s specific niche or subject area, requiring formal training and certifications to trust 

workout advice but following recipe creators as long as the food was presented well and looked 

appetizing. 

Trust frequently played a role in participants’ decision to follow an influencer, as did 

authenticity, but both terms are subjective, and their importance varied widely between 

participants. On one extreme, multiple participants only followed influencers they trusted, and 

that trust had to be built over time with a history of intentional posts and demonstrated expertise. 

In sharp contrast, some participants expressed that they don’t trust influencers because they do 
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not know them in real life, but that doesn’t impact who they follow or how they engage with 

content.  

Ultimately, I could not establish a uniform set of criteria that influencers can use to 

ensure their content holds universal appeal. As my participants repeatedly emphasized the 

importance of authenticity and relatability, the best strategy for a health and fitness influencer to 

attract and retain an engaged following is simply to be themselves. 

As marketers look for new ways to reach their target audiences, the results of my 

interviews clearly illustrate that audiences are no longer interested in thin-idealized, heavily 

edited content. Instead, they prioritize content from influencers that take a body-positive, health-

first approach. Partnering with these influencers is a valuable way for brands to associate 

themselves with the body-positive movement and take a strong stance in favor of authenticity.  

Beyond looking for influencers with similar demographics to their target audience, 

brands should be open to working with creators that don’t always present everything as picture-

perfect. As audiences look to influencers to guide them through transitions and challenges, they 

want to see everything – the good, the bad, and the ugly. Being open about life’s struggles can 

help influencers build credibility with their followers, creating opportunities for brands be seen 

as approachable by association. 

However, brands and influencers alike must take care to ensure that partnerships align 

with the influencer’s established interests and persona. Audiences recognize when the brand isn’t 

a strong match with the influencers’ lifestyle, and it erodes the credibility of the influencer and 

brand alike. Additionally, brands should be wary of partnering with influencers who already 

have a lot of established sponsorships and partnerships. Posting too many brand deals detracts 

from the original value of the influencer’s content, resulting in audiences that tune out or even 



 26 

unfollow. Instead, targeting micro-influencers with smaller, more engaged followings is likely a 

more effective option for many brands.  

In summary, this research gives influencers a degree of insight into young women’s 

motivations for engaging with content from health and fitness influencers and the criteria they 

use when determining which influencers to follow. Within the broad health and fitness category, 

this audience is generally looking for relatable figures that can provide motivational or 

educational content in an engaging way.  

Beyond these common motivations for surface-level engagement with health and fitness 

influencers, criteria for determining specific influencers to follow are far more variable. While I 

theorize that this lack of consensus between participants is due to the individualized relationships 

audience members form with their favorite content creators, further research will be needed to 

draw a definite conclusion.  

Another way to gain additional clarity is for future studies in this area to specifically 

focus on one topic or niche, rather than the broader health and fitness category. Additionally, the 

popularity of TikTok should be considered in future studies of health and fitness influencers. The 

video app was mentioned by several participants as a valuable source of health and fitness 

content, though the app’s algorithm raises additional questions around how much control 

audiences have over the content they are shown. 
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Appendix 

Interview Transcripts 

Interviewee #1 
 
Riley Steinbrecher: For this project, I'm looking into what motivates college-aged women 
to engage with content from health and fitness influencers on Instagram, and then also 
what criteria women use to determine what influencers they follow. So, these interview 
questions will ladder up to those broader research questions. To start, how did you first 
encounter health and fitness influencers on Instagram? 
 
Interviewee #1: I think they started out as honestly like my friends. My friends would try to like, 
become health influencers and start posting things and from there, they would also share content 
from other, bigger influencers. I would look and see if I liked their workouts, if I liked what they 
were cooking, because sometimes there are diet things going on, and evaluating if it was a fit for 
me and my lifestyle and then I would choose whether or not to follow them.  
 
Okay, that's really interesting. How long would you say you've been following these 
influencers? Is that something that’s more recent, or is this more of a long term interest?  
 
I would say I started following them my junior or senior year of high school. That's when I 
started really getting into my own fitness journey, like outside of school sports. I kind of realized 
that I needed to start getting into my own habits because I would be leaving and going to school 
eventually, and not have this structured routine. 
 
And so I decided that I wanted to start making habits and got a gym membership. I started 
learning about lifting and then using social media to help me determine what workouts I should 
be doing.  
 
And then, how often would you say you're engaging with this content? 
 
I'm actually really bad about leaving actual engagements like liking, commenting, things like 
that. What I do a lot of is saving something to my folder, like if I find a workout that I like. In 
terms of frequency, I’d say I watch videos probably daily. They pop up on my Stories and 
through my feed. 
 
Got it. And is that always how you’ve engaged, or has that changed over time? 
 
Well, you couldn’t always save stuff so it has changed. So that I wouldn’t have to dig through 
people’s stuff -- you know, if you’ve liked something and want to go back to it, you sometimes 
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have to go through like 10 or 12 posts to actually get what you want -- I would actually send it to 
my friends to that I would have it in a spot where I could find it easier.  
 
Thinking about the influencers that you follow, do you notice any themes in the type of 
influencers you’re following or in their content? 
 
It’s a little bit all over the board more recently, because I don't have as much time to work out 
anymore, and when I do have time to work out, I’m tired so I honestly just prefer not to. I’ve 
started following people like Skinny Taste and other people who make things that you would 
normally think of as fattening, but they give you alternative ingredients so it’s still really tasty 
stuff but it’s about half the calorie count. I love to cook as well, so it’s a great way for me to live 
a healthier lifestyle without altering my life too much.  
 
I also follow a lot of those accounts now, and I also follow a lot of people on TikTok, actually, 
who talk about gut health and their metabolism. I have gut health issues, so that's been super 
interesting to me, if I can find a naturopathic way to heal that.  
 
When you're picking the influencers that you follow, are you interested more in the specific 
niche or topic that they're posting about, or is it more of a general appeal that you're 
looking for, more to do with their personality or lifestyle? 
 
I’ve realized that I can't follow somebody who only posts about their workouts all the time, 
because then that makes me feel bad about myself. I try to follow people who have a very 
balanced, honest -- what is honest on social media, that’s a whole different conversation -- but as 
honest as possible of an approach, that they talk about their life and how things are actually 
going. It makes me feel better about them as a person, and you’re not putting them on a pedestal 
as much. 
 
So would you say  you're looking for influencers to be more relatable as opposed to more 
aspirational, then? 
 
Yes, for sure, for sure.  
 
Okay. We’ve touched on this a bit already, but what would you say that you get out of 
following these influencers? What is it that you’re looking for?  
 
With the food stuff, it’s definitely recipe ideas. I do love to cook, and so that's always something 
I’m always looking for -- new recipes to try. I try to cook one new recipe a week that I haven't 
had before, and I’ll either love it and stick it in my little folder and write it down and or I'll hate it 
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and I'll move on. But, people who are posting new recipes and new content, that's important to 
me. 
 
In terms of workouts and fitness, I like to see the full workout, so I like them to provide not just 
their cardio or their ab workout but also what are they doing to warm and cool down, or how are 
they eating that day to live this kind of lifestyle. Again, it’s making it more of a lifestyle rather 
than just one workout a day, things like that. 
 
Are you getting those same things from other sources of media?  
 
In terms of cooking, I get a little bit of inspiration from watching cooking shows like Masterchef. 
I’ll be like “Oh, that looks really good. I need to figure out how to make something like that.” I 
also see a lot of stuff on TikTok about just about everything, so I’d say TikTok is my other main 
source outside of Instagram, but I don’t think there’s much else outside of that.  
 
Changing gears a little bit, is there anything about the health and fitness influencers you 
follow that you don't like, or that you wish they would do differently?  
 
I have unfollowed people just because I feel like their lifestyles are so unrealistic for me to live 
that it’s not beneficial for me to follow them. Things like that bother me. It also bothers me when 
they, I wouldn’t say body shame, but when they’re definitely pro a very certain body type and 
it’s evident in the way they’ve posted or reacted to things.  
 
I’m not a fan of that, I think everybody’s body is beautiful so I like to follow people who have 
the same belief.  I also don't like it when people promote certain diets, or like exercise routines 
that have been proven to promote, like EDs or mental health issues or things like that. Things 
like the 75 Hard that have been proven to cause people to have severe eating disorders -- I’m 
very against that and I wish they would not post and promote things like that.  
 
It's like a lifestyle thing where you're supposed to drink at least a gallon of water a day, which 
that part's fine, but you have to count all your calories and your macros and it cuts out whole 
food groups where you can’t eat any sort of dairy or gluten. You’re supposed to read for 30 
minutes a day. It’s just all this stuff and it doesn’t seem healthy or sustainable.   
 
Going a little deeper into the influencers you follow, to what extent would you say that you 
trust them? 
 
I think it depends on the influencer because it's different with the food ones that I follow, 
because I feel like I can pretty quickly, you know, tell from the taste, or you know how I feel 
after I eat it if it’s actually doing what it's supposed to be doing so I feel like I end up trusting the 
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food ones a lot quicker, or else it’s a very quick unfollow if I’ve made something that I don’t 
like. 
 
In terms of like the workout influencers that I follow, it depends on how much of their life they 
give me. Do they show me the days where they don’t look perfect and they’re bloated and they 
don’t feel good, but they still went to the gym just to walk three miles and move their body? Or 
do I just see them being on and perfect all the time? Because I don’t think everybody can be like 
that 24/7 so the people who only show me the perfect parts, I probably don’t trust as much.  
 
Would you say that trust is an important factor for you to follow an influencer? 
 
Yes and no. I think that if I am trying to actually be more like them and consistently have a 
lifestyle like they do, then yes, but if I am just following them because I saw a post one time and 
I really liked their leg workout and maybe they’ll come up with another one like it, then not so 
much. 
 
Do brand deals and sponsored content change how you view influencers or make you 
evaluate them more critically? 
 
It depends on the sponsor, and if they have used their products before. If I’ve noticed them using 
something and people have been commenting like “Oh, I love those leggings, do you have a 
link?” and then they bring it up, I think it’s a lot more natural than if all of the sudden they just 
start pushing things at you. 
 
If it’s something I’ve noticed before that they actually wear and use, then they should promote it. 
Like, they’re on here all the time and they wear it all the time then they should be getting paid to 
do this. People are asking them about where it’s from and if it works well, so in that sense I don’t 
mind it but again if it’s just out of nowhere that they have a code and you need to use it and it’s 
the first time you’ve worn those leggings, are they really the best? 
 
And then, are there specific characteristics of influencers as people that make you more or 
less likely to follow them? 
 
If people are talking about mental or physical health, I do like it if they have certifications to talk 
about those things and can be vetted a bit that they aren’t just giving unsolicited advice about 
things. For workouts, I do look for people that are within like ten years of me. I don’t follow too 
many people that are younger than me that are fitness influencers because I feel that gets into 
high school, and that’s a little bit weird.  
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For cooking, it’s more about how the food looks than anything. If the food looks good, I’m 
probably going to try and make it but again, with lifestyle influencers, I am looking for people 
close in age to me and people who are very honest and open about a lot of their lives. 
 
I don’t expect anybody to share all of their lives on social media, but if all they’re doing is 
working out all the time, I probably won’t follow. I want people to give me a more holistic view, 
and that they’re doing things that are fun and exciting as well. You have to be personable, 
because otherwise you’re not going to get any traction. 
 
For sure. Moving into my last question, is there anything you look for specifically on a 
fitness influencer’s profile that would make you follow them over others?  
 
With food content especially, it has to look good. The food needs to be appetizing, the video 
needs to be edited well, and the recipe on the video or in the caption and very easy to find. 
Having calories and cook time is also something that I look for. 
 
In terms of the lifestyle bloggers that I follow, unless they’re already my friends, they have to 
have snappy pictures that look good and are edited well, and content that I want to follow. It’s 
more aspirational; I want to see them traveling or their lifestyle or whatever it might be. Fun 
captions can help with that too, but I think it’s mainly about the imagery. 
 
For workouts, I prefer video content for workouts, because I think it's easier to follow and you 
can make sure you're doing it right and that you're not gonna hurt yourself which is a big thing. I 
also really value when they don’t move too quickly. I get really frustrated with content on 
TikTok because the videos are so short and they have to move pretty quickly, so then you lose 
the workout and have to rewatch the whole video to get to the next step.  
 
I also like if they use negative space to write down reps or different tips right on the screen or in 
the caption. Those are probably the main things that I really like to see.  
 
Alright. Well, those were all of my questions. This was super helpful. Thank you so much 
for taking the time out of your day to speak with me about your experience. 
 
Interviewee #2 
 
Riley Steinbrecher: The two research questions that I’m trying to answer with these 
interviews are what motivates college-aged  women to engage with content from health and 
fitness influencers, and then also what criteria we use to determine which influencers to 
follow. So, the following questions are meant to help me answer those broader questions. 
 



 32 

To start, how did you first encounter health and fitness influencers? 
 
Interviewee #2: I feel like I find them a lot on TikTok, and then if I like their content, I’ll follow 
them on Instagram later.  
 
Since you mention TikTok which is a newer platform, is this a more recent interest? 
 
It’s definitely more recent. I probably started seeking out health and fitness and workout-related 
content in 2020 right after the COVID shutdown when everyone joined TikTok and I was one of 
those people. 
 
Okay, that makes sense. Since you started following these creators, how often would you 
say you’re engaging with health and fitness influencer content, and what does that 
behavior look like? 
 
I definitely like posts and view their Stories. I typically don’t comment or anything like that. 
 
Do you ever share posts with your friends, or is this more of a personal interest that’s just 
for you, on your own feed? 
 
It’s definitely for me. I don’t really share their content either. It’s just kind of a personal thing 
that I like and I’m interested in. 
 
Would you say that engagement has changed, as you’ve followed these influencers for 
months or even years? 
 
Yes, I would say that it has changed because now I’ve found certain people that I like. Before, it 
was more of a broad consumption of information and media, but now it’s a little more tailored. 
There are certain individuals that I see on Instagram and TikTok and like their posts every time I 
see them, so I’m more engaged with specific people than I was at the beginning.  
 
In thinking of the influencers you’ve chosen to follow, are there any common themes or 
types of content that you seek out more of? 
 
Um, they’re all women. A lot of what I look for in a fitness person before I follow them is, as I 
said, I exclusively follow women because a lot of advice can be so different across the board so I 
usually follow women so it’s more specific to me. A lot of the people I follow also have a big 
emphasis on healthy eating as well and not restrictive eating or dieting. There’s one influencer I 
follow who doesn’t plan her workouts, which I think is really interesting and she posts about that 
process. I’m definitely looking for people who are more laid back as opposed to some of the 
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influencers I see that are kind of crazy where you have to do all these things and eat this specific 
amount of calories. I want something more laidback and less structured. 
 
Would you say you’re looking for people who talk about fitness in general, or are you 
following these creators for workout ideas, or recipes or things like that? 
 
For me, it’s mainly workout ideas. The people I follow don’t really post recipes too much. Some 
of them do, but not a lot, and that’s not really what I’m looking for.  
 
When you were choosing which influencers to follow, were you interested in a specific topic 
they were posting about, or was it a more general appeal? 
 
Personality is a big part of it. I think that’s the biggest part, honestly. Also, a lot of the people I 
followed were posting beginner-friendly workouts and I was literally starting out at zero so that 
really appealed to me as well. 
 
What would you say you get out of following these influencers? 
 
Motivation, I think, and workout ideas primarily. Seeing that there are other people doing fitness 
stuff is helpful, because not a lot of my close friends are really into it, so as I do more and pay 
more attention to that kind of thing it’s nice to have a community around it, if that makes sense. 
 
Would you say you can get those same things from other sources of media? 
 
As I kind of said earlier, I’m also on TikTok. I feel like not a lot of it can be found elsewhere 
because those are two media platforms that are so heavily image based as opposed to something 
like Twitter that’s mainly words and not pictures, so I feel like Instagram and TikTok are the two 
main ones for me. 
 
Is there anything about the health and fitness influencers that you follow that you don't like 
or that you wish they would do differently? 
 
I think that some of them are not realistic about body image. I try to exclusively follow people 
who are realistic about that, but I think some people kind of put off this idea that they always 
look like this and when they go to the gym, their hair is always in this beautiful ponytail and they 
have a matching Gymshark set and that’s just not the reality for the average person. The average 
person does not have hundreds of dollars to spend on this fancy workout gear, they do not have 
the time to meal prep every single week. A lot of influencers, I think, are really really focused on 
perfection, but that can be very discouraging to see people who look so put together all of time, 
because I just can’t do that for logistical reasons. 
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So, you’re definitely looking for influencers to be more relatable than aspirational, would 
that be accurate to say? 
 
Yes, definitely. 
 
Is there anything that would make you just unfollow an influencer? 
 
I mean, posting content I find offensive would definitely do that. I think that certain brand deals 
would also make me unfollow. One of the people I mentioned previously, she has a partnership 
with Able, who sells gym clothes and things like that and I think that’s fine, they’re just clothes 
but if someone were to do a sponsorship with supplements, or appetite restricting products or 
something like that, then I would unfollow.  
 
When you talk about supplements, do things like protein powder fall into that category as 
well? 
 
Protein powder and stuff is fine. If it actually has a purpose that I can see, that would be fine but 
if it’s unregulated or focuses on food restriction, then I would unfollow. 
 
Okay, got it. Thank you for clarifying. Moving on, to what extent would you say that you 
trust the influencers that you follow?  
 
Oh, that's a good question. I think that I trust them enough. I think for certain things like workout 
advice, they obviously know something about running or lifting weights, so I’ll listen to their 
advice on that but I do try and keep it limited. There's so much advice out there about fitness, and 
every source you go to it feels like it's going to tell you something different. I try to kind of keep 
that in mind as I consume their content that what they say about running before or after lifting 
weights like, that might not be true for everyone and it just really depends so I mainly listen to 
them about proper form and that sort of thing. 
 
Is trust an important factor for you to follow an influencer? 
 
I think that kind of goes back to the personality question. So yes, it is important. If I like their 
personality, if they seem relatable to me, I'm definitely much more likely to trust and therefore 
follow them. 
 
Is there anything else besides personality that helps you evaluate trustworthiness? 
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Certifications and things like that don’t mean a whole lot to me. I really care more about their 
personality and if I can relate to their lifestyle. 
 
Fair enough. Are there specific characteristics of influencers as people that make you more 
or less likely to follow them?  
 
Definitely being more realistic and relatable, and kind of acknowledging that everybody's 
different. What you say for one person is not going to work for everyone, and acknowledging 
that while they may go to the gym 6 days a week and meal prep, and only eat chicken, or 
whatever, that is again not sustainable for everyone.  
 
If I have seen evidence on their page of creating long-term goals that can apply to the general 
public, that is a big deal to me.  
 
Okay, great. For my last question, is there anything you look for in a fitness influencer’s 
posts or overall account that would make you want to follow them? 
 
Good captions are always a plus for me. I also think that videos or posts about specific workouts 
are really helpful. A lot of the people I follow will post like an upper body day routine, here's a 
lower body day routine, here's my cardio day. Those kinds of things are really helpful to me, so I 
will definitely look for that, and if they don't post specific workouts like that. I am not as likely 
to follow them.  
 
Alright. Thank you, that was everything I had. So thank you so much for taking the time. I 
really appreciate your flexibility with rescheduling.  
 
Interviewee #3 
 
Riley Steinbrecher: Hi! Thank you so much for speaking with me today. As a reminder, my 
research questions for this project are what motivates college aged women to engage with 
content from health and fitness influencers, and then what criteria is being used to 
determine what influencers to follow? 
 
To start, how did you first encounter health and fitness influencers on the platform? 
 
Interviewee #3: Initially, I started getting involved and interested in health and fitness in middle 
school. The first social media app that I was exposed to was YouTube because I wasn’t allowed 
to have an Instagram or Facebook when I was younger, but I would go on YouTube. At that 
time, I didn’t really know a lot about it, but I was interested in it so I would go on there and find 
people.  
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As I got older and had more autonomy on what I wanted to do with my workouts and time, and I 
could actually drive to the gym, I started following more fitness influencers when I was in high 
school. And then, in college, with living on my own and having a lot more free time and being 
able to make personal decisions about how I wanted to spend my time, I started to really be more 
interested in finding the influencers that I wanted to follow, whether that be for healthy recipes 
or workout ideas. 
 
And what’s the process of finding these influencers? Do they pop up on your Explore page, 
or are you searching tags and kind of browsing through their accounts?  
 
Usually, I would just search on YouTube like for “healthy recipe ideas” and whatever came up 
first is what I would watch. Also, I got a few people recommended to me. Like, I would be with 
my friends and they’d be doing a workout and I’d ask where they found it so they'd send me the 
Instagram account they got it from so I started following people that way too.  
 
I also sometimes would follow people after seeing them tagged in a post, but I would say it was 
mainly me searching and finding them, rather than them popping up on my Explore page.  
 
How often would you say you engage with health and fitness like influencer content on 
instagram?  
 
I mean, it pops up on my feed every time I’m on the app. To clarify, when you say health and 
fitness, is this project encompassing food-related content or just workouts? 
 
Part of my project is hoping to see how the audience is defining that concept of health and 
fitness, so if healthy eating and food content is part of that health and fitness bucket for 
you, please feel free to mention it.  
 
Okay, then definitely every day. I follow a few people and it kind of depends how much they 
post but I’m definitely following fitness influencers and then also healthy eating influencers, so 
it’s definitely a daily thing.  
 
I usually save their posts -- Instagram has a cool feature where you can save posts to different 
folders so I have folders for workouts and recipes that I like. I do the same thing on TikTok, but I 
don’t get as much fitness related content on TikTok anymore just because of my algorithm, but I 
do follow a few people on there as well. 
 
Has the way you’ve engaged with them changed over time, as you’ve followed some of these 
influencers over a period of months or even years? 
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I would say, when I first started following them, it was more to find people that I aspired to be 
like, for fitness it was choosing to follow people because they had my dream body and I wanted 
to look just like them. Now, as I’ve gotten older, I’m more realistic about that kind of stuff and I 
try to follow more people with a body positive or body neutral outlook.   
 
I try to follow people whose body looks more like mine, or they’re just more neutral rather than 
trying to encourage people to look one certain way.  
 
Going off of that a bit, in thinking about the influencers you follow, do you notice any 
particular themes in the type of creators you’re drawn to? 
 
Going back to that point, I also like to follow people who talk about mental health and its tie to 
fitness too. To name a few people, Whitney Simmons and Mary Llewellyn -- I think their 
relationship with mental health and fitness is really interesting.  
 
I also follow more people who are focused on weight training. I have PCOS, so I’ve found that 
HIIT and cardio workouts are not good for my hormones, so I try to follow people who do 
slower movements and lift heavier weights because I feel like that’s better for my body, and I’ve 
just learned that over time.  
 
As far as food and recipes, I follow people that don’t use too many ingredients. I’m more of a 
lazy cook, so I want them to be straightforward. I want to be able to go to Aldi or Trader Joe’s 
and find all the ingredients I need, but still have them be relatively healthy too, so probably like 
easier and cheaper recipes. 
 
When you first started following these influencers, were you looking for  these specific 
niches that they fall into, or did they have a more general appeal where it was more about 
personality and the overall sense you got? 
 
I didn’t have super strict criteria at first. It was more looking at if my friends followed them or 
who my friends recommended. Also, kind of what I mentioned earlier, I was looking at it 
through a lens of if they had a body that I would want. I recognize that’s not necessarily the best 
way to find people, but when you’re younger and getting into fitness, it’s hard.  
 
I think a lot of the conversation has changed, but so many influencers had content about how to 
get a smaller waist and how to change your body and make yourself smaller, rather than work on 
overall health.  
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Over time, I've tried to find people that are more focused on your cardiovascular health and how 
working out is good for your body and your brain and everything overall rather than looking a 
certain way, so that's definitely changed over time. 
 
And then, what do you get out of following these influencers? What is their value to you? 
 
I get a lot of free content. Honestly, that’s the nicest part of it. A lot of people now want to 
charge for those services and it saves me a lot of money to be able to find easy recipes where I 
don’t have to buy a cookbook because you can find it for free online. 
 
It’s the same with workouts. I could pay and go to really expensive workout classes, but instead I 
can just go online and see someone doing it for free. You still pay to go to a gym, but it’s like 
$10 a month rather than paying like $150 a month for those boutique fitness classes.  
 
Following them also gives me inspiration and a reminder every day. Like I said, I see this 
content every day, so when I’m scrolling through my feed and I see someone working out, it’s a 
reminder that I’m following these people for a reason and I want to workout too, so it’s kind of 
that small reminder and motivation. 
 
Do you feel like you can get those same things from other sources of media? 
 
Um, I’m trying to think. I follow healthy recipe people on other platforms. I also get a few email 
newsletters from people that I like with easy recipes and some workouts. I still watch videos on 
YouTube, but that’s about it. It’s definitely all linked to social media -- Instagram and TikTok 
are definitely where I get most of it.  
 
Switching gears a bit, is there anything about the health and fitness influencers that you 
follow that you don't like or that you wish they did differently? 
 
I think sometimes, like obviously you should monetize your content, but it’s frustrating when 
you’re watching as potentially their consumer and they’re trying to oversell products and you can 
tell they’re getting partnerships for products that aren’t as genuine. 
 
I work in influencer marketing so I get it, but sometimes they’re not very authentic. Like, it 
makes sense if, for example, a food influencer constantly uses a certain ingredient or a certain 
product, and then they get sponsored by that person, but if they're getting something out of left 
field, it’s a little bit annoying to have to scroll through and feel like all you’re following is ads.  
 
And after a while, it can be hard. For example, this one fitness influencer I follow started off 
with very humble beginnings where it felt like she was more relatable to me, but as she grew her 
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following, it felt like her lifestyle got more unattainable, and she started going to those boutique 
classes I mentioned all the time and buying food that wasn’t as relatable to me anymore. Good 
for her, but personally, I don’t like it when I feel like I can’t relate to them as much anymore and 
their audience changes based on that.  
 
Is there anything that would make you unfollow an influencer? 
 
If they got in a huge scandal, or if I found out they were being racist or homophobic or 
something like that, I would obviously unfollow. Also, if they were posting way too much as it 
was just filling up my feed, I would probably unfollow them. Or like I said, if all they were 
posting was just ads, I probably would hit unfollow for that too. 
 
You touched on this earlier, but just to clarify, would you say you’re looking for 
influencers that are more relatable or more aspirational? 
 
I would say relatable to me now, but when I was first finding them, it was more aspirational, but 
I think that's changed a lot over time. 
 
To what extent would you say that you trust the influencers that you follow? 
 
I think the influencers that I follow, I definitely trust, because I don’t really follow a ton of them 
so the influencers that I do follow, I follow because I trust them. 
 
There are other people whose content that I engage with when it pops up on my For You page on 
TikTok or something where I don’t actually follow, and I can kind of sniff it out a bit more and I 
don’t really trust them.  
 
So it's the influencers that I do follow, I trust, just as I’ve seen their content over time, but other 
people I probably don’t trust as much. For example, this girl comes up on my For You page all 
the time and she’s in high school, which it’s awesome that she's into fitness, but she's giving 
personal training advice and I just don't think I trust that as much as someone who is a certified 
personal trainer. 
 
How can influencers build that trust with you?  
 
I think experience, with taking time to get certified and things, speaking with doctors rather than 
relying on opinions from other influencers, those are really important.  
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Also, general age and experience -- I’m usually more likely to trust someone who's a little bit 
older than me rather than someone who's my age or younger, just knowing that they have more 
experience. 
 
Are there specific characteristics of influencers as people that make you more or less likely 
to follow them? I know we’ve touched on this a little bit already. 
 
Like I mentioned, when they talk about mental health, that’s really important to me, but also just 
keeping a positive attitude and overall having body positivity or even just neutrality, like not 
talking about the way that a body looks and more so just talking about the overall health benefits 
that you receive from working out.  
 
Is there anything you look for in an influencer’s posts or overall profile that would make 
you follow them over others? 
 
Video content isn’t that important to me, but with weight training, it can be nice to see an 
example so you don’t injure yourself by doing it wrong. However, if I’m going to the gym, I 
prefer being able to just scroll and see the workout rather than a video so I can just take a quick 
screenshot and reference it instead of having to keep pausing a video.  
 
It’s nice when they post every day or pretty frequently, but that’s also not a super strict 
requirement for me. It’s more about the content than anything.  
 
Okay, great. Those were all of my questions. Thank you for taking the time and sticking it 
out despite technical difficulties. I really appreciate it.  
 
Interviewee #4 
 
Riley Steinbrecher: Jumping right in, how did you first encounter health and fitness 
influencers on Instagram? 
 
Interviewee #4: I would say my first exposure didn't happen until quarantine. I feel like I was 
very late to the game in that aspect. I was stuck at home, and I was scrolling through my Explore 
page and I saw this girl, Caroline Sweats, who went to Mizzou, and she was posting all these 
home workouts. I wanted to change up my routine so I followed her page and started doing her 
workouts. After that, I started looking to see if there were other influencers out there that would 
give really good recipes or can dive further into health and fitness topics because that’s what I’m 
really interested in.  
 



 41 

She was really the first person that I got into and then she was recommending other influencers 
that inspire her or that she follows, so then I started diving into the rabbit hole that way, so I 
would say my first encounter with influencers just happened at random on the Explore page and 
then kind of spiraled from there. 
 
You already kind of addressed this second question about how long you’ve been following 
these influencers. It’s been about two years now, if it started during quarantine, right? 
 
Yeah, about two years and then last fall, I started really investing more time in seeing different 
influencers. Caroline does a lot of HIIT workouts, but I really wanted to try different workouts 
and do something new so I started diving into a bit more then.  
 
How often would you say you engage with health and fitness influencer content? 
  
It’s definitely there every time I open my page. I want to see what my fitness influencers are 
posting or doing or recommending so it’s every time I open Instagram. My friends aren’t as 
invested in this topic, so when I want to be surrounded by more like minded people, I want to go 
to their pages and see what’s going on and be inspired by those people.  
 
And then, what does that engagement look like? 
 
I would say I follow along with their Stories most frequently. They post a lot of workouts or 
recipes that I want to try so I'll save them. I normally don't like or comment, unless I really 
enjoyed a workout then I'll be like “This was awesome, thank you!” but that's very rare. I’ve 
probably only done it five times in the two years I've been following these people. 
 
Or, if they’re doing some kind of promotion or giveaway, I’ll always participate and tag my 
friends, but if there’s no incentive then I normally don’t comment. Every once in a while, I’ll 
throw in a like to support but normally I’m just watching all the Stories and saving a post if it’s 
something that I want to try. 
 
Has that behavior changed over time, or has that been your consistent way of engaging 
with this content? 
 
I would say that it’s been pretty consistent. Now that I’m living alone and don’t have as many 
friends, I definitely follow along more closely because I have more free time to do so. So, if they 
post a YouTube video, at school I normally wouldn’t do it, but since I’ve gotten here, so since 
January, I’ve been following along more closely with everything.  
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I know you mentioned Caroline was the first influencer you really followed. In thinking 
about the people you’ve chosen to follow, are there any common themes or trends with the 
content you’re looking for? 
 
It’s kind of all over the place. Yeah, so Caroline Sweats, and then there’s another account, Tori 
and Tamara, they do more HIIT workouts and then I follow Gym Guides so I know what I’m 
doing when I go to the gym. I follow a girl named Nicole because I’m training for a half 
marathon and she just completed a full marathon, so I follow her for running workouts. I follow 
a girl named Georgina for health recipes and then Trace Oats for his oatmeal recipes.  
 
I also follow two macro coaches because I’m very interested in macro-friendly foods and I think 
there’s a lot of benefits to counting macros even though I don’t necessarily think it’s healthy for 
me to track my food that intensely, but I like hearing about the resources that they have been 
doing on certain foods. I also follow two dieticians that are working to break down the 
preconceptions around dieting, like you have to eat less to lose weight. They’re much more 
emphasizing nourishing your body and the concept of food freedom and intuitive eating. I just 
want to have a holistic approach to like all sides of health and wellness and what’s going on in 
the industry. I’m minoring in it, so I want to keep up with the latest trends.  
 
Thank you, that was super informative. You touched on this already a little bit with why 
you follow them, but I’d like to dig in a little deeper on what drew you to these specific 
accounts? 
 
I would say with the people that I follow, I can see a little bit of myself in them. All the people I 
follow are around the same age, so they're like 20 to 26. It’s not like I see them as my friends 
because I’ve never met them, but I feel like if we were to meet, it’s people I would want to hang 
out with. When I watch their Stories or see their posts, it felt like how my friends and I 
communicated, so I just related really well to what they were posting about. They were also just 
very specific and very knowledgeable in areas that I wanted to learn more about, and they do it 
in a natural and authentic way where it doesn’t feel like advertisement. It was just very genuine, 
so that’s why I decided to follow them. 
 
Were there any influencers you followed for a more general appeal, or did you seek out 
people that felt like experts in very specific topics? 
 
Yeah, for some I definitely just wanted to know what they were up to. One is a year older than 
me, and I wanted to follow her and see how she navigated post-grad and work and keeping up 
with the gym, so I followed her more so because I saw myself about to go through that, but for 
most of the others it was about not knowing much about these specific topics and wanting to 
know more.  
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I’m from Wisconsin, and the weather isn’t great for running outside, so I needed to switch up my 
workouts and not be outside but running on the treadmill is awful so I followed some influencers 
because they were doing really good gym workouts and talked about things like gym anxiety and 
stuff like that. I found it really beneficial and nice to know that someone else was also going 
through that, so I found that to be really supportive.  
 
Again, I think we’ve touched on this a bit, but what’s the value these influencers add for 
you? 
 
The value that they add, I think kind of goes beyond just you know, giving me a recipe to try, or 
like a workout to do. I don’t necessarily want to be them, but they help give me a goal to work 
towards. I don't have much structure to my day, but they just posted a workout and I’m going to 
put that in at noon. It gives me something to do and a community, because my friends don’t 
really value this as much but I know that on Instagram and YouTube there are people that are 
very committed and share the same interests as me, so it’s refreshing and just reassuring to know 
that there are people that value the same things as me. So, I get to do fun workouts and try 
something new, but I also feel like there’s a community that thinks similarly to me. 
 
Would you say that you can get those same things from other sources of media? 
 
Especially since I’ve been following these influencers, I also have a subscription to Health and 
Self Magazine and I go on YouTube and want to know what this dietician is eating in a day. I 
feel like I’m seeking out the content a lot more across media. When I go to Hulu, I’m seeking out 
documentaries breaking down food and wellness topics. Now that I have been diving into the 
content on Instagram, I see myself also drawn to it with other types of media as well.  
 
Switching gears, is there anything about the health and fitness influencers that you follow 
that you don't like or that you wish they would do differently? 
 
Since I follow so many, whatever I don’t like from one, the others will debunk. For example, I 
don’t think “What I Eat in a Day” videos are very healthy to be posting them out, because it's all 
very aesthetically pleasing food, but they don’t show what an average person will be eating and 
it causes more harm than good. I know they’re meant for food inspiration, but when you have a 
very aesthetically pleasing fitness body and then pair that with food, it escalates the need for 
women to feel like they have to look a certain way, and they have to change what they're eating. 
Some diets that work for one person won't work for another, I like the influencers that are like 
“This is what I eat in a day, but this isn’t even all of it, and this is just what I need. Yours is 
going to look different.” 
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That's the main thing that I hate, when I see fitness influencers post those, but other than that, I 
think the ones that I’ve picked out have been very good about preaching to listen to your body, 
taking rest when you need it, fueling how you need.  
 
I chose them based on that, because growing up, my relationship with exercise and food was not 
very healthy and so now, I want to be surrounded by people that are encouraging me to eat and 
take rest days from the gym, so I would say there's not much except the What I Eat in a Day 
videos that irk me. 
 
Is there anything that would make you unfollow an influencer? 
 
I actually just unfollowed an Instagram influencer recently because she was encouraging a 
fitness program that I just didn't agree with. It was like Hard 45 and Hard 70 and those workout 
programs encourage unhealthy habits of always being in the gym and not taking rest for your 
body so I unfollowed her because I just didn't agree with the lifestyle and program that she was 
preaching. 
 
So that's one reason. Also, if the content is something I don’t find to be beneficial anymore, so if 
they're just posting about buying their like fitness program or something like that, if it feels like 
their page has become an advertisement, then I start to unfollow because it doesn't feel very 
much like a community, it feels just very self promotional. 
 
And then, if they ever post something that is like triggering for past eating patterns that I had that 
were unhealthy or encouraging unhealthy relationships with working out, I will unfollow as well. 
 
When you're looking for influencers to follow, are you looking for people that are more 
relatable or more aspirational? 
 
I would say relatable, because since following my influencers, I have learned that I could follow 
a program and eat the same things as an influencer, I still wouldn’t look like them. Because of 
that, I’m looking more so for fitness influencers that I can relate to, whether that be workouts I 
enjoy, what I like to do in my free time, what foods we like. 
 
I go for more of the relatable factor, because I know that body-wise or life-wise, I'm going to be 
completely different than someone else. 
 
To what extent would you say that you trust the influencers that you follow? 
 
That's a good question because, like a lot of influencers that I follow either have their personal 
training certificate or they went to school for kinesiology or something like that. So, I follow 
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them if they do have the certifications and knowledge, but if they don't, they are very transparent 
about it. One influencer I follow, Bella, says that she doesn’t have a certification so she won’t 
make a workout guide or a gym guide because she doesn’t have the qualifications to do so and 
doesn’t promote recipes because she’s not a registered dietitian. 
 
If they lack the certifications, they are very transparent about it, and I know to take their content 
with a grain of salt, but the ones that do have the qualifications I'm kind of more invested in 
because I know they have education to back up their claims.  
 
Are there specific characteristics of influencers as people that make you more or less likely 
to follow them? 
 
If they’re around the same age or going through similar situations that I am, I am more likely to 
follow them. So, like a few of them just moved to New York and I follow them because they're 
doing workout classes I want to try out or they're going on runs and I want to see the route that 
they're running. 
 
I would say that I use them as a resource for what I'm going through in life. I went through a 
breakup, and another influencer who was a fitness coach was also going through a breakup like 
four months earlier and I went back to her old posts to see how she got through it and tried to 
apply those tips to my life.  
 
My previous question focused on influencers and their personalities. For this question, is 
there anything about their account specifically -- their posts and profile -- that would make 
you follow one account over another? 
 
A lot of times, influencers will put their workouts or their recipes or their main messages in the 
main feed and then their life updates are posted to their Stories. When I'm first drawn to a page, I 
am picking them to follow because I like the workouts that they do they're doing movements in 
the gym that I also enjoy, and I want to move my body that way, or they are picking ingredients 
that I want to use somehow. 
 
If I like that content, I generally follow them and then I’ll watch their Stories and kind of get 
caught up that way. I give it like about a month trial and if I don't see any use for their content, I 
will unfollow but for the most part, I’d say I've definitely gotten to try at least a few of their 
workouts and have enjoyed them, so I would say after a month, if I still enjoy their workouts 
then I keep coming back. 
 
Those were all of my questions. Thank you so much for taking the time to speak with me, 
this was incredibly helpful.  
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Interviewee #5 
 
Riley Steinbrecher: To start off, how did you first encounter health and fitness influencers 
on Instagram? 
 
Interviewee #5: To find the ones that I follow, my dietician that I had in Australia helping me out 
with my eating disorder gave me a whole list of dietitians and fitness influencers and all these 
people actually promoting a healthy lifestyle, rather than just trying to be as skinny as you can or 
stuff like that. Those are pretty much the only ones that I follow. I don’t think I’ve really 
followed anyone else off my Explore page or anything like that.  
 
How long have you been following these influencers? 
 
It was fall of 2019 when I was seeing her, so what is that? Two and a half years? Oh my gosh, 
yeah, it’s been two and a half years.  
 
And then, how often would you say you engage with health and fitness like influencer 
content and what does that look like?  
 
I’d say I mainly just watch Instagram Stories because I don’t really scroll through my feed 
anymore. I feel like it just takes a lot of time and can become very monotonous. I’ll just be 
swiping forever, so I mainly just watch Stories instead. The main ones that I like to watch, I 
don’t know if you’ve seen them, but it's about what people eat in a day and then a dietician 
comments on it, like “You should add more carbohydrates into your meal,” or whatever. Those 
are the main ones that I like to watch because I find them interesting, to get the actual facts 
behind nutrition. 
 
How often would you say you're watching those Instagram Stories? 
 
It kind of depends, but a few times a week at least. The main creator that I follow, that’s how 
often she posts typically.  
 
Has that engagement changed over time, or is that always how you've interacted with these 
influencers? 
 
I think it’s changed over time. I definitely used to do more of the scrolling when I first started out 
and looking at their actual posts, but now I feel like Stories have become more popular and now I 
really just watch those instead. 
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Moving on, do you notice any trends or themes across the influencers that you choose to 
follow? 
 
I definitely don’t look for any type of workout content, just because I kind of have my own 
routine so I don’t really need that. I really like one, bodyimage_therapist, which posts a lot of 
body positive content, like books she recommends to read and different therapy methods to feel 
better about your body. So that’s an example of body image and then the other main account I 
look at is The Mindful Dietician, and that’s really science-based on everything. Those are the 
two main accounts I watch really frequently.  
 
And what drew you to follow them and engage with their content on a regular basis? 
 
My dietician and therapist recommended them for me. I also found a few on TikTok who are 
dieticians and talk about the food aspect of overall fitness.  
 
And so, when you were choosing these influencers to follow, were you interested in their 
more specific niche or topic they were posting about, or was it more of a general appeal 
from the overall account?  
 
It was more a general appeal. It just seemed like very positive energy rather than a lot of 
Instagram accounts emphasizing flat stomach pictures all the time. I feel like that’s not beneficial 
for anyone, really, but these accounts are much more inclusive and show women of all different 
sizes. It’s not all this perfect, idealized body type.  
 
I feel like a lot of fitness accounts always talk about things like a calorie deficit and that can be 
really negative and promote weight loss and how to be skinnier, whereas these accounts are very 
much more centered around intuitive eating and listening to your body more, which I believe is 
more positive. 
 
What do you get out of following these influencers? 
 
I feel like the more science-based accounts just give me a lot of knowledge of nutrition which 
helps me in my everyday life, so whenever I go grocery shopping, I can make sure I get all of my 
macros and everything. 
 
For the more body positive accounts, they give me a little bit of serotonin that they talk about not 
worrying about your body size and just focusing on being healthy and that makes me feel a little 
bit better.  
 
Would you say that you can get those same feelings from other sources of media? 
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Honestly, not really. I think with the media today, even though it is trying to be more inclusive, 
you still see so much emphasis on skinny. The fashion and fitness aspects of business are still 
really trying to portray this idea of a perfect body which can be very toxic. 
 
That’s what’s appealing about social media, is that you can select what accounts to follow which 
can make it easier to filter out content that’s toxic in that manner and you don’t have to see it as 
much.  
 
Is there anything about the health and fitness influencers you follow that you don't like or 
that you wish they would do differently? 
 
I feel like sometimes they post so much content on their Stories that it can get overwhelming to 
click through everything. It becomes too much, where I don’t want to read all of that if I see like 
30 little bars on top that I’d have to go through.  
 
Is there anything that would make you unfollow an influencer? 
 
If they started posting about how to get the perfect body and shifted to that mindset, or if they 
were only posting women in tiny bikinis with flat stomachs, anything with that energy would 
make me unfollow. I don’t need to see any of that.  
 
Got it. Switching gears a little bit, are you looking for influencers that are more relatable or 
more aspirational? 
 
I feel like it'd be more relatable, because I don’t want to follow someone whose lifestyle seems 
so far out of reach of my personal goals. Like, I want to follow someone that makes me feel 
comfortable and has similar goals as me. I think there can be some level of inspiration there, but 
on initial follow, I definitely pick accounts that are at least a little bit similar to me. 
 
To what extent would you say that you trust the influencers that you follow? 
 
For the accounts that I follow, I trust them because the content they post is backed up with 
references and are science-based facts around nutrition and health. My body positive accounts 
generally cite very well known research and experts. Based on that, I definitely trust them but I 
know that there are other accounts that are not the same and I probably wouldn’t trust them.  
 
Are there specific characteristics of influencers as people that make you more or less likely 
to follow them? 
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I can’t stand the type of influencers that kind of let fame and money go to their heads and do 
reckless things, like buying these cars and going on these crazy trips all the time. I feel like you 
want to follow someone that seems similar to you, so you know, someone that lives in a modest 
house and lives a normal life. 
 
It puts me off if their life is very extravagant, because then it’s hard to trust their 
recommendations. Like, can I do that when we’re two different socioeconomic statuses? It’s just 
really off putting to me.  
 
Is there anything you look for in a fitness influencer’s posts or overall profile that would 
make you follow them over others? 
 
If they’re going to post something, and maybe this is just me being a typical Zillenial with no 
attention span, but I don’t love posts with these giant captions because I don’t really want to read 
all of that when I’m scrolling through.  
 
I prefer quick snippets, rather than showing like every single exercise with the full amount of 
reps. I think some of that is due to TikTok where now I just want everything to be short and 
quick and then be able to move on to the next thing.  
 
Great, thank you. Those were all of my questions. If you don’t have anything you’d like to 
add, we can wrap up. Thanks so much for taking the time to talk with me today.  
 
Interviewee #6 
 
Riley Steinbrecher: Thank you so much for taking the time to speak with me today. The 
two overall questions I’m trying to answer are: what motivates college-aged women to 
engage with health and fitness influencers, and then also what criteria they're using to 
determine what influencers they follow? To start, how did you first encounter health and 
fitness influencers on the platform? 
 
Interviewee #6: I think I really started to see them because I started following a lot of like 
physical therapy accounts. I’m a physical therapy student, so obviously that’s just intertwined 
with the realm of health and fitness, so that’s kind of what the algorithm just spits out for you on 
the Explore page.  
 
How long have you been following these influencers? Is it something more recent, or have 
those posts been popping up for a while?  
 
Probably since high school. It’s been something I’ve followed for a while.  
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And then, how often would you say that you're engaging with health and fitness influencer 
content?  
 
So, there's like different degrees of engaging. I'm not a huge commenter or sharer, but I do like 
posts pretty frequently. I’d say it’s pretty much limited to that though.  
 
Do you ever do anything else? Have you ever saved a post to refer back to, or sent one to a 
friend?  
 
I do send them to friends occasionally if there’s something interesting or if my friend has a 
particular ailment, I’ll send a post that might help them out or things like that.  
 
Are there certain things that you're sending more frequently than others, like you notice 
that you engage with a lot of workouts or recipe ideas? 
 
It kind of depends on who's being sent to, but I would say the two biggest categories are recipes 
and then like workouts and rehab exercises. I’m trying to think if there’s anything else, but I 
think those are mainly it.   
 
Has the way you've engaged with health and fitness influencer content changed over time, 
as you've followed these creators for a period of months or years? 
 
Yeah, I think for some they’ll post things that I don’t really love their views on, so that might 
lead to an unfollow but then there’s others where I really like their content, so I engage with it 
more or send it to people more frequently. It really just depends on if it resonates with me and 
how applicable it is.  
 
In terms of the creators you follow, do you notice any specific themes or topic areas you’re 
interested in? Like, are most of them sharing recipes or giving you tips to improve your 
form? 
 
I definitely follow a lot of physical therapists. Within that, some are sports physical therapists 
and some of them are like pelvic floor PTs. I follow a decent amount of recipe creators and 
things like that.  
  
What drew you to follow these creators or engage with their content? 
 
Kind of like I said before, just the applicability of their content. During COVID, I had a lot more 
free time to make all these recipes that I never would have had time for before so that was 
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definitely a draw there. And then, just being in PT school, I’m surrounded by all these other 
fitness things all the time so it just kind of feels natural to have more.  
 
Makes sense. When you were picking these creators to follow, were you interested in a 
specific niche or topic that they posted about, or was it like a more general appeal that you 
liked their overall personality or account? 
 
I think it's kind of like 50/50. Honestly, I think I’m less drawn to a certain personality and more 
toward whatever topic they’re covering but there is definitely some aspect of personality to it.   
 
And then what would you say that you get out of following these influencers? What’s the 
value that’s in it for you?  
 
Ideas, honestly. Generating different things that I can play on. For example, with recipes I might 
only have half of the ingredients and need to bring in something else but it gave me an idea for 
what I wanted to start with. With workouts, it’s kind of the same thing. I’ll be like “Oh, that 
would be great for this patient that I have” or “This is a really good option to target this muscle,” 
and things like that.  
 
Do you feel like you think you can get those same things from other sources of media?  
 
I get some physical therapy stuff on Twitter, but it’s so much easier to watch a video of someone 
doing that kind of stuff. There are videos on Twitter, obviously, but it’s definitely more so on 
Instagram than anywhere else because images are the main focus whereas I feel like text is more 
important on sites like Twitter or Facebook.  
 
Is there anything about the health and fitness influencers you follow that you don't like or 
you wish they would do differently? 
 
So, ads or promotions of certain products are kind of annoying to a point but you also have to 
recognize that’s how they’re making their money. Honestly, I kind of just dial in however much I 
want to from them, so if it gets to be too much I’ll just mute or unfollow them or whatever. 
 
Is there a certain threshold or marker that makes you hit that point, where you need to 
mute or unfollow?  
 
If I’m seeing it really frequently, I guess. There’s not really a hard trigger but if it’s things 
consistently that I don’t like and I’m questioning why they’re pushing this product, I might 
unfollow. It’s a higher threshold because it honestly feels like a lot of effort to go in and click 
unfollow when I can just scroll past and move on.  
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Besides sponsorships, is there anything else that would make you unfollow an influencer? 
 
Like I said before, just having personal viewpoints that I don't agree with, or if they’re not 
focused on what I thought they were. Sometimes I’m drawn in by one post, but actually they talk 
about a whole other thing that I don’t care about, I’ll probably end up muting or unfollowing.  
 
Would you say that when you're following influencers you're looking for figures that are 
more relatable or more aspirational? 
 
Probably more so on the relatable side. I don’t really feel like I need to look up to people. I’m 
looking more for things that are applicable to me and useful in my current life than people I want 
to be like one day, or something like that.  
 
Then, to what extent would you say you trust the influencers that you're following? 
 
On the food and nutrition side, it really depends who I’m following -- if it’s someone who’s just 
making recipes or if I’m following a dietician. Obviously, I’m going to trust the dietitians more 
than someone who’s just like “Oh, this sounded like a good combination for dinner.” It’s 
definitely somewhat based on certifications and qualifications.  
 
Is trust an important factor for you to follow an influencer?  
 
Not necessarily. If they make entertaining things, that's also important. It kind of depends on 
what their topic is. I won’t take health advice from just anyone, but I don’t really need to trust 
someone if I’m just making a quick recipe.  
 
Are there specific characteristics of influencers as people that make you more or less likely 
to follow or engage with them? 
 
I’m sure there are, just unconsciously. I think it mainly comes back to the relatability standpoint. 
If you’re in the realm of bodybuilding or something, I probably won’t engage because that’s like 
a whole different area of fitness. I’m a 23 year old college PT student, so some things just don’t 
match with where I’m at.  
 
For my last question, is there anything you look for in a fitness influencer’s posts or overall 
profile that would make you follow them over others? 
 
I feel like I look at Stories pretty frequently, so that’s always a plus but I don’t want it to be 
excessive where like the little bars at the top are miniscule dots, that’s really annoying. It doesn’t 
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really bother me if they don’t use their Story, but if they’re posting every day on the main feed 
that can kind of fill up your timeline. I guess it just depends what the algorithm shoots out at you. 
 
It does feel a little bit annoying when I’m seeing those posts more frequently than my friends’ 
posts or if I miss those posts in favor of people that I followed for health and fitness things. 
 
I don’t love heavily edited photos, but I do understand why people do it. For captions, I will read 
a nice, long caption if it’s explaining a topic. If it’s a story or something interesting, I’ll read it. 
Funny captions are really nice. Does that help? 
 
Yes, that was super helpful. There’s no right or wrong answers here. One thing I do want 
to expand on is you mentioned not liking edited photos, but you get why people do it. Do 
you notice how much the influencers you follow are editing their posts, and does that make 
you trust them less or push you towards unfollowing? 
 
Yeah, for sure. I feel like it’s not always obvious, but sometimes there’s just a vibe where I don’t 
quite believe that that’s real. I just take everything with kind of a grain of salt, because it is social 
media.  
 
Alright, great. Thank you for expanding on that, and thank you so much for taking the 
time to speak with me this evening. It was really helpful. Have a great rest of your night!  
 
Interviewee #7 
 
Riley Steinbrecher: To start, how did you first encounter health and fitness influencers on 
Instagram?  
 
Interviewee #7: For Instagram, it was one of those suggested posts, like when you’re scrolling 
and it’s recommended based on another post you’ve liked. I’m a vegetarian, and so I feel like 
I’m constantly looking for new vegetarian meals that aren’t just tofu and chickpeas with spinach 
on top so I think I followed a couple of vegetarian and vegan accounts and then it grew from that 
to like my entire Explore page or any time I’m scrolling, the suggested posts are all health and 
fitness content. 
 
And then, how long would you say you’ve been following these influencers? 
 
It’s been about a year or a year and a half for most of them. 
 
How often would you say you engage with their content, and what does that engagement 
look like? 



 54 

 
I don’t really comment on posts, I really just comment on stuff from my friends being like “Oh 
my gosh, you look so good,” but I’ll like posts all the time and I’ll send them to people.  
 
My mom will send me posts and I’ll send her posts. Sometimes, I send posts to my boyfriend 
like “Oh my gosh, we should make this,” or to my friends like “Oh, this looks like a super easy 
workout,” or something like that.  
 
And would you say that engagement has changed over time, or has that always kind of 
been your consistent approach? 
 
I didn't send posts as much but now if me and my boyfriend are making dinner, pretty often I’ll 
send him posts with ideas more regularly than I used to. With liking posts, that’s always been 
pretty consistent. 
 
Okay, thank you. So now moving more into questions focusing more specifically on what’s 
motivating you to engage with this content, I want to start with what specific kinds of 
health and fitness influencers you follow. Do you notice any common trends in the types of 
people you follow? 
 
Definitely foodies, and then I go to Pure Barre in Columbia -- it's like a studio class, a guided 
workout, and then I will follow some of the instructors on Instagram, because they are really 
body-positive. So it’s not like, “Okay, got to do these Burpees so you can work off that piece of 
cake,” or whatever, it’s more like “Do these Burpees, so that your body can feel better and you 
can become stronger.” So that's kind of what I look for when I do follow more fitness and 
workout accounts is people that are more like body positive and body neutral -- anything about 
strength and flexibility, more so than losing weight or trying to look a certain way.  
 
You’ve addressed this a little bit already in your previous response, but what drew you to 
follow these creators or engage with their content in the first place? 
 
With more of the foodie account it was definitely just like feeling bored with eating the same 
thing over and over again and kind of just wanting more variety. I think that started over 
lockdown as well, because I was stuck at home and just had so much extra time on my hands. So, 
I was like alright I can make sourdough bread or I can do like a curry or something like that.  
 
So I think that’s how I got started with that, and then for more of the workout people, that would 
be whenever I started going to this workout class because the studio would post pictures of their 
instructors with links to their personal pages, and from there I was like “That’s my favorite 
instructor, sure I’ll follow her workout,” and then she’ll tag people or collaborate with people 
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who have the same values and style as her, so I’ll follow them too and it’s like a train in that 
way. 
 
That makes a lot of sense. Were you interested in a specific niche or topic that these people 
were posting about, or was it more like a general appeal where you kind of just liked their 
vibe and overall content? 
 
Yeah, I would say I just kind of liked their vibe. For me, I was pretty athletic in high school, and 
then that drastically fell off as soon as I got to college and you’re drinking a lot more and getting 
out of the grind of being active every single day, so it was finding someone that was aware of 
that and didn’t expect me to be an athlete already or be super fit already and be accepting that 
working out doesn’t have to look one way or that people who work out don’t have to look one 
way. All of the people that I follow are super accepting and inclusive, I guess, is the right word. 
 
What would you say that you get out of following these influencers? What is the impact of 
this type of content? 
 
I feel like it’s a lot of  real life impact, like I find these recipes that turn into my weekly lunches  
and then also me and a couple of my friends will do some of these workouts at home, or it’s kind 
of a motivating factor when I see it through my feed. I’m like “Oh, that looks like a super easy 
ten minute ab workout that I can get done in between work or as a little break.”  
 
It's kind of like a nice reminder to stay active and be present as I’m scrolling, because I feel like 
a lot of the times I’m scrolling on Instagram, I just kind of feel bad about myself. But I feel like 
the creators that I follow are so positive and it’s a nice reminder of like “Oh, hey! Working out 
should feel good -- you should like to do this and it should be something you look forward to,” 
and that’s kind of a nice reminder as I’m scrolling and seeing all these people traveling or living 
their best life. It’s nice to see people that are mindful and grateful of everything that’s going on.  
 
Would you say that you can get those same things from other sources of media? 
 
I follow a couple people on TikTok but I don’t really understand -- I will follow those types of 
creators on TikTok but I don’t know if I just don’t interact with those creators enough but I just 
don’t see them when I’m scrolling through my For You page. I’ll bookmark certain videos a lot 
on TikTok and just scroll through their page. That’s about it -- I don’t use Facebook or anything 
and I feel like it’s not something I really look for in, like, print media or TV. That’s just not 
really how I interact with those, so I feel like Instagram and TikTok are the only places I get that. 
 
Is there anything about the health and fitness influencers that you follow that you don't 
like, or that you wish they would do differently? 
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That’s a really good question. A lot of them have a lot of equipment that they use, and stuff like 
that where I’m not going to go buy an exercise ball or resistance bands or anything like that. If 
they’re using something like a weight machine or whatever, I just kind of scroll past it. It’s not 
something I really dislike, but it’s a thing of like “Oh, this doesn’t really apply to me.” 
 
I’m an incredibly broke college kid living in an apartment that I can’t really do anything with, 
but I haven’t really found any people like that, that are the exact same. A lot of these people do 
this for a living, or you can kind of tell that they have some money that they can kind of do this 
as their jobs. I think that would be the only real dislike, that I haven’t found anyone where this 
isn’t their job, or they have other things going on too besides this. 
 
It’s kind of unrealistic sometimes, like these people have all this time to meal prep and spend all 
this money on workout equipment and clothes. I can’t really do the same, so that would be my 
only critique.  
 
So, it sounds like you're definitely looking for influencers that are a little more relatable 
than aspirational? 
 
Yes, for sure.  
 
Is there anything that would make you just unfollow an influencer? 
 
Yeah, I’ve unfollowed a couple when it just kind of turns into an equation, like you have to earn 
your cake. When they talk about food being negative, that’s something that bothers me a lot. 
People will talk like “Oh, you can’t eat this food.” Like, you can’t have actual brownies, you 
have to put avocados in it -- the people that try to constantly make everything super healthy. Or 
like, you have to do this workout. There was this person that I unfollowed because she was like 
“Oh, yeah, I had to get in this extra workout in because it was my boyfriend's birthday, and I had 
a piece of cake and I have to work off the piece of cake.”  
 
I don’t really need that, that’s not really what I’m looking for when I’m working out or being 
active, so I think that’s really the only time I’ve unfollowed somebody. 
 
Moving on to my second bucket of questions, which is around the criteria that people use 
when determining who to follow, to what extent would you say that you trust the 
influencers that you follow? And then, is trust an important factor for you to follow an 
influencer? 
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Yeah, I think that's really a difficult question. A lot of times, they’re like “You have to have this 
set of leggings, it’s the best thing ever, you have to have it.” I actually have an example, so 
there’s this one woman I was following that posted about the Old Navy leggings: “They’re 
dupes, like 75% off the Lululemon prices, you have to buy these leggings. They’re the best 
things ever.” 
 
I was like, “Alright, that sounds too good to be true,” but I bought a pair though. So I think I do 
trust them, but I think it's kind of like a grain of salt thing. If they were like “You have to buy 
this weight machine,” I don’t think I would do it, but with low-risk type of purchases and 
decisions, I think I trust them. I wouldn’t trust them with anything more than the cost of a pair of 
leggings, if that makes sense. 
 
Moving beyond monetary transactions but thinking in terms of the level of advice they 
give, how well do you trust that?  
 
That’s a good question, I think it also depends. I follow a couple of dieticians, who are licensed, 
so I definitely believe more of what they say compared to a stay at home mom that’s just doing 
this for fun. Licensing for sure helps, and kind of makes my ears perk up when they’re a licensed 
physical therapist or nutritionist. That definitely makes me trust them ten times more than 
somebody that isn’t or doesn’t have those certifications. 
 
Are there specific characteristics of influencers that make you more or less likely to follow 
them? It sounds like having a certification might make you trust them more versus 
someone who just seems to be making it up. 
 
Yeah, that’s super important and then also just general positivity is kind of a big thing with me. I 
feel like social media can be such a negative place already that I don’t need someone yelling at 
me or trying to shame me into doing something. 
 
Also, authenticity is such an important thing. I don’t want somebody to be talking to me about 
how this project changed their life or whatever and it’s obvious that it hasn’t or that they used it 
or that they’re getting paid to do it. 
 
It’s fine if they’re sponsored by a company or have partnerships where they’re making money 
off it, but I want it to be something that they actually use and find useful.  
 
I don't want somebody to be talking about how this protein powder is so great but it’s very clear 
that they don't actually believe in what they're saying, because I feel like that kind of sets a 
dangerous path where they don't really believe anything they say. Having authenticity and some 
kind of standard matters.  
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How do you evaluate that authenticity? How can you tell if they really like the brand, and 
what do you look for to make that decision? 
 
If it's a clothing brand or if it’s like a protein powder or whatever, I see if they’ve actually used it 
before. I don’t like protein powder, it kind of scares me, but there’s this one influencer I follow 
who uses it a lot in all of her shakes, so she’ll do her little “Get Ready with Me” videos where 
she uses a scoop of protein powder every time she makes a smoothie. She obviously likes the 
product so it’s fine with me if she makes 10% if I buy this protein powder through a link. 
 
I think it's just like people actually like doing what they say they do. Social media is hard to 
judge, because people are just showing you what they want, but I feel like you can kind of just 
tell when people are authentic or not, especially with fitness influencers.  
 
Lastly, is there anything you look for in a fitness influencer’s posts or overall account, that 
make you follow them? This is less about the creator, and more specific aspects of their 
profile, like how often they post or what their captions are like.  
 
That’s a good question. I do like when they have Story highlights. I feel like this is kind of a 
weird thing,  but I like to be able to go back and see things. Instead of just posting a Story, when 
it’s saved to their profile, I can just look through their Stories if I need something like a new 
smoothie recipe or whatever.  
 
Having a well organized account where it’s very clear like here’s my meal plans, here’s my ab 
workouts, and here’s my arm workouts -- having things organized  so I don’t have to do the work 
of digging through their profile makes me want to stay on their profile or revisit it.  
 
Also, just having well edited posts is really important. Having pictures that are bright and don’t 
have random things in frame that could have been cropped out, just having things that look good, 
which seems kind of silly to say but there are a lot of people who make money off Instagram so I 
want them to care about it.  
 
Also, I look at engagements. If people are commenting on their posts and the creator comes and 
comments back, that’s also something that makes me want to stay on their profile and stay 
engaged with them.  
 
Great. Thank you so much for taking the time and answering all of my questions today. 
This was super helpful, and I really appreciate you taking the time out of your day.  
 
Interviewee #8 
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Riley Steinbrecher: For this project, I'm looking into what motivates college-aged women 
to engage with content from health and fitness influencers on Instagram, and then also 
what criteria women use to determine what influencers they follow. So, these interview 
questions will ladder up to those broader research questions. To start, how did you first 
encounter health and fitness influencers on Instagram? 
 
The first time I really encountered it was on my Explore page. I ran cross country and track in 
high school, so I was following some professional runners, and so the algorithm started showing 
me a lot of posts of people training and documenting their runs, their recovery plans and diets, 
things like that.  
 
Okay, that's really interesting. How long would you say you've been following these 
influencers? Is that something that’s more recent, or is this more of a long term interest?  
 
That was in high school and early college when those posts started taking over my Explore page, 
so it’s been a good three, four years at this point. I don’t know that I’d say it’s a main interest of 
mine at this point, but it’s definitely something I have been aware of for a while.  
 
So, you mention it’s not a main interest. So, are you engaging with this content right now?  
 
Yeah, kind of. There’s some creators I still follow and I’m kind of invested in their journey and 
seeing how their races go and if they set a PR. I just personally don’t have as much time to work 
out right now, and my fitness goals have shifted away from running so a lot of their content just 
isn’t as relevant to me anymore. Like, I don’t really need a ten minute YouTube vlog of their 
daily run routine if I’m not looking for a run routine of my own.  
 
When you were more involved and interested, what did that engagement look like?  
 
Honestly, I don’t know that I would really “engage” in a way that can be like, measured or 
tracked. I honestly don’t really like posts from influencers or celebrities or anything like that. I 
don’t really have a good reason why, I just never really have. So I’m following and I’ll swipe 
through their photos and read the captions, but I never tap that heart. And I definitely don’t 
comment -- I barely even comment on my friend’s posts, so I’m definitely not going to comment 
on the post of a person that I don’t know. 
 
Actually, I used to save stuff a lot. Like, I would save people’s posts or videos if they had a good 
ab routine I wanted to try or sometimes they would link to a run playlist or something and it was 
nice to have all of those in one spot rather than digging back into their grid to find the post I was 
thinking of.  
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Switching gears a little bit, in thinking about the influencers that you follow, do you notice 
any themes in the type of influencers you’re following or in their content? 
 
Yeah, so I definitely followed almost exclusively runners. I don’t have a gym membership and I 
don’t lift weights or anything like that, so a lot of influencer content just isn't that relevant 
because I don’t have gym anxiety or need to learn how to use some machine, because that’s not 
what I was doing for my workouts.  
 
I also followed, and still do follow, some healthy recipe accounts. I don’t really like cooking, so I 
honestly don’t use their recipes very often but it helps give me inspiration and I can try and kind 
of scale back their recipes to something a little more achievable for me.  
 
With the recipe creators though, I feel like it can get dicey and slip really easily towards more 
restrictive eating and like, diet content. I feel like I was mainly getting a lot of content from my 
Explore page rather than actually hitting follow, and after I engaged with recipes, I was getting a 
lot of these posts talking about like “Eat this, not that” and “Save calories by scooping the middle 
out of your bagel,” and that was really rough. I was like, actively blocking accounts because I 
feel like that is super damaging to my self-esteem and makes me feel I should be restricting what 
I’m eating, which I never want to be doing.         
 
When you're picking the influencers that you follow, are you interested more in the specific 
niche or topic that they're posting about, or is it more of a general appeal that you're 
looking for, more to do with their personality or lifestyle? 
 
That’s a good question. I would say it’s definitely a mixture of both. First, I’m definitely looking 
for a specific topic. Like I said earlier, I don’t go to the gym or do a ton of weight lifting, so I’m 
just not going to follow or engage with someone where most of their content is about that. But, 
even if you’re posting really good advice and have amazing expertise, you still have to have a 
good personality and be someone that’s kind of fun to follow.  
 
Like, I unfollowed this woman who had this objectively really good account where she shared all 
of her runs and reflected on them and had videos of what good running form looked like and how 
to practice improving your stride and all of this content that would make me a better runner, but I 
unfollowed her because she was so boring. All of her posts were formatted the exact same and 
she posted these really poorly edited side by side photos of her all the time, and it just wasn’t -- I 
don’t know, it just really didn’t work for me and I kind of found her annoying so I stopped 
following.  
 
Are you looking for influencers to be more relatable or more aspirational?  
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Again, I kind of think it’s both. Like, I need them to be a little bit aspirational because I’m 
engaging with their content to try and improve my own fitness and running ability, so I won’t 
really be able to get that if they’re exactly like me, if that makes sense? But at the same time, 
they do need to be at least somewhat relatable. Like, there are so many professional runners 
especially posting that they woke up and did their ten mile track workout and then ate this 
gourmet recovery meal and now they’re on their couch with their special compression tech to 
rest their muscles, and none of that applies to me. I’m squeezing in 3.5 miles before a full day of 
class and meetings and homework. So, that content doesn’t really work for me either.  
 
I feel like there has to be a middle ground, but it’s one of those things where I don’t know what it 
looks like until I see it. Like, I have to kind of follow and try it out and see if the account might 
be a fit and sometimes it is, and sometimes it isn’t and I’m unfollowing.  
 
Okay. We’ve touched on this a bit already, but what would you say that you get out of 
following these influencers?  
 
Yeah, like I’m definitely looking for education to kind of improve as a runner. I feel like I’ve 
kind of talked about that. I wouldn’t say I’m really seeking it out, but some of their content is 
kind of motivating. Like, if they talk about how it was 28 degrees and they really didn’t feel 
good and just didn’t want to get out there and run but did it anyway -- that makes me feel like I 
should get up and squeeze in a run instead of sitting on the couch and watching TikTok for hours 
on end.  
 
Are you getting those same things from other sources of media?  
 
Not really? Um, I used to read Runner’s World when I was in high school, and I feel like they 
had a lot of content that was very much geared toward making you feel inspired to run but I 
haven’t really kept up with that. I couldn’t tell you the last time I read one of their articles. And, I 
follow a few accounts on Twitter but honestly my feed has so much other stuff going on, that’s 
definitely not a primary focus. Yeah, if I’m getting it anywhere, it’s probably from those creators 
on Instagram more so than anywhere else.  
 
Changing gears a little bit, is there anything about the health and fitness influencers you 
follow that you don't like, or that you wish they would do differently?  
 
That’s another really good question. Honestly, I feel like if they’re doing something I don’t like, 
I just unfollow them. I don’t know, I don’t feel like any of it is that serious.  
 
You know what, I wish there was a better approach to brand deals, and this is just with 
influencers in general. I totally understand that it’s their job and they need to monetize their 
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content and that’s fine, but I swear that sometimes the algorithm is only showing me sponsored 
posts from people. 
 
When everything I see is an ad, that’s super annoying because that’s not why I follow people. I 
don’t really care about their favorite leggings or saving 15% on, I don’t know, a coffee 
subscription or whatever. And they’re always disclosed so awkwardly, like #ad as though 
randomly posing with your new treadmill doesn’t make that obvious.  
 
I don’t know, I just feel like those can get really annoying but obvious brand deals aren’t ever 
going to go away, so I just scroll past and move on.  
 
Going a little deeper into the influencers you follow, to what extent would you say that you 
trust them? 
 
Honestly, I don’t really think that I trust them at all. I don’t know these people, so it’s hard for 
me to sit here and act like I trust them. Like, I’ll take their advice if it seems legitimate, so I 
guess there’s some trust there in that regard. That just feels like a really heavy thing to put on it, 
when in reality, I’m just scrolling through some selfies and reading about how their morning 
workout went.  
 
So trust isn’t an important factor for you to follow an influencer? 
 
No, not really. It just doesn’t seem that serious, so I don’t really feel the need to put my faith in 
these people that I don’t actually know in real life. Like, I’m not taking their advice on anything 
that serious. If I was following people for something like mental health or actually trying to heal 
an injury or something, it would be more important but a protein shake recipe just doesn’t rise to 
that same level.  
 
And then, are there specific characteristics of influencers as people that make you more or 
less likely to follow them? 
 
I kind of mentioned this earlier, but I need them to be somewhat relatable so I’m generally 
following women who are in their early or mid-twenties. Like, I just followed a girl actually 
who’s training for a marathon and just graduated college and that’s been really helpful as I kind 
of figure out what my own life might look like after graduation. That relatability is the big thing. 
Like, I don’t really want to follow people who entirely have their lives together, because a lot of 
times their solutions aren’t attainable for me. Like, I can’t put a treadmill in my garage to run 
when it’s 12 degrees outside because I don’t have a garage or the money for a treadmill, so I just 
don’t run when it’s that cold.  
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Got it. Moving into my last question, is there anything you look for specifically on a fitness 
influencer’s profile that would make you follow them over others?  
 
Not really. Honestly, I don’t tap over to people’s profiles that often. Like, I watch Stories and 
scroll through my feed but I’m not like, digging any deeper so I really just see the content that I 
come across. Like, I don’t watch those highlights where you can save Stories to your profile.  
I guess captions are important. Like, you need to kind of get my attention if you want me to 
remember your content at all. Otherwise, it’s all just a total blur and it fades into the background 
but a solid caption definitely helps me remember stuff.  
 
Alright. Well, those were all of my questions. This was super helpful. Thank you so much 
for taking the time out of your day to speak with me.  
 
Interviewee #9 
 
Riley Steinbrecher: For this project, I'm looking into what motivates college-aged women 
to engage with content from health and fitness influencers on Instagram, and then also 
what criteria women use to determine what influencers they follow. So, these interview 
questions will ladder up to those broader research questions. To start off with, how did you 
first encounter health and fitness influencers on Instagram? 
 
Interviewee #9: I really started seeking it out when I got to college. With being on my own and 
kind of having more control over my diet then when I was living at home with my parents, I 
wanted to start creating better habits for myself. As part of that, I intentionally started searching 
for workout ideas and ways to make healthier snacks, and things like that.  
 
Okay, so since the beginning of college, so it’s been a longer term thing?  
 
Yeah, definitely. It’s kind of changed over time though. Like, at first I was looking for ways to 
eat healthy in the dining hall and make snacks in my dorm room, and now it’s more like grocery 
shopping on a budget and still buying produce or easy workouts that I can do when I’m done 
with work for the day and really just want to be on my couch. So, to answer, it’s a long term 
interest in health and fitness but my specific needs within that have definitely changed as I’ve 
gotten older.  
 
And then, what does that engagement with health and fitness content look like?  
 
I’d say I’m mainly just liking posts, but that’s just unconscious at this point. Like, I drop a like 
on probably 95% of the posts on my feed. It kinda just feels like what you do, if that makes 
sense. I don’t really comment or anything like that. 
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Do you ever share posts, like to your own Story or send them to people? 
 
Not really. It kinda feels like it’s something just for me, like it’s my own interest. So I don’t 
really feel the need to broadcast that publicly or send it to anyone. Honestly, I don’t think anyone 
would care about the new salad recipe I decided to make.  
 
Okay, that makes sense. Changing topics a bit, in thinking about the influencers that you 
follow, are there any themes in the type of influencers you’re following or in their content? 
Like, any commonalities that stand out? 
 
I follow a lot of recipe creators. Living on my own, I have to cook for myself every night, and 
I’m trying to be healthier and better about that, so I’m definitely always looking for easy recipes. 
I don’t have tons of time and I don’t love to cook, so things I can make in bulk and freeze and 
kind of meal prep in that way is really helpful. 
 
I also follow more, I guess you would call them lifestyle bloggers. I like getting workout ideas, 
but I don’t really like following actual trainers or anything like that because they always come 
across as really intense and their stuff never feels geared toward beginners or just people who 
work out occasionally. Whereas I’ve found that more lifestyle content, they’ll be like “Hey, I 
went on a four mile walk today,” or “Here’s my super easy ten minute core routine,” and that 
feels a lot more attainable to me when I just do not have the time or energy for a crazy HIIT 
circuit or anything like that.  
 
When you're picking these influencers to follow, is it a specific niche or topic that they're 
posting about, or is it more of a general appeal that you're looking for? 
 
I think it’s more of a general appeal. Like I said, I follow some lifestyle creators so their accounts 
are definitely a little bit of everything where they’ll post their workouts and smoothie bowls, but 
also do “Day in My Life” vlogs and stuff like that, which I also like to see. I feel like my bar for 
that is like, would I want to hang out with this person in real life if given the opportunity? And if 
the answer’s yes, then I’ll probably like seeing their content all the time.  
 
For recipe creators, then it’s definitely more about their content. Like, does your food look good 
and can I afford the ingredients and will it take less than 30 minutes to make? If the answers are 
yes, I’ll probably follow but I’m not going to consume content from a gourmet chef with two 
ovens that makes a three course meal every night.  
 
So, I guess it’s kind of situational depending on the type of content for how I’ll evaluate who to 
follow, to answer your question.  
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You’ve touched on this a bit, but are you looking for influencers to be more relatable or 
more aspirational? 
 
Definitely more so on the relatable side of things. For recipe ideas, it’s basically irrelevant 
because a lot of those accounts don’t even show the creator’s face, it’s literally just pictures of 
food but on the lifestyle side of things, I need to be able to somewhat relate to them. I feel like a 
lot of them do Instagram as how they make a living, so it’s not relatable in that regard but if 
they’re close in age and kind of dealing with similar stresses and circumstances, that’s a big draw 
for me as I kind of navigate post-grad and creating routines for myself.   
 
What would you say that you get out of following these influencers? What value do they 
provide? 
 
Honestly, they give me a lot of reassurance. Like I said, a lot of the lifestyle influencers I follow 
are roughly my age so seeing them kind of figure out what their life is going to look like makes 
me feel better that I don’t have everything figured out.  
 
I also just like seeing that their lives have balance. Like, I love seeing their yoga routine or daily 
hot girl walk, but it’s also good to see that sometimes they oversleep or spend the day in bed 
watching TikTok. 
 
You always hear that social media is a highlight reel, so it’s kind of nice to follow these 
influencers that put everything out there and also see some of the bad and the ugly, not just 
everyone’s perfect moments.  
 
Can you get those same things from other sources of media?  
 
So, recipe creation, yes. I don’t think I really addressed that in the earlier question but I can find 
easy recipes just from blogs or other websites, but I don’t think there’s really anywhere else I 
would find that kind of lifestyle content. 
 
Honestly, I just don’t seek it out as much on any other platform. I’ve never really been a 
YouTube girl and I feel like TikTok’s algorithm makes it really hard to keep up with one creator 
for a long period of time. Like, eventually they just won’t show up on my For You page like they 
would on my Instagram feed, so that makes it harder. It’s just easy to watch their Stories on 
Instagram every morning, so I don’t really look for that stuff anywhere else.  
 
Changing gears a little bit, is there anything about the health and fitness influencers you 
follow that you don't like, or that you wish they would do differently?  
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I don’t like when their content is super edited or everything looks really posed all the time. I feel 
like there’s a fine line between wanting content that looks good and looks polished and being 
fake, and sometimes it crosses that line.  
 
Like, you’re showing me your yoga routine in a full face of makeup and you always wear a 
matching set? Really? I don’t think I believe that. So it’s kind of nice when they mix in a candid 
or do a photo dump that kind of gives you more of a behind the scenes feeling. 
 
I know everything is posed and planned to some extent for influencers, but some creators could 
do a better job of making it less obvious.  
 
Would anything make you just unfollow an influencer? 
 
Yeah, like with the editing, if it’s too much I will just unfollow. I want content that’s a little bit 
more relatable, so that just doesn’t serve me at all. 
 
On the other hand, I’ve also unfollowed influencers for being too transparent. There was this one 
girl who was really great and super body positive and I loved her approach, but she was 
constantly posting screengrabs of like rude comments and DMs she would get and writing these 
long responses about her body issues and her past trauma and it was almost invasive. 
Like, I don’t know this girl and I’m never going to, so I felt like I didn’t really have a right to 
know all that, and also I just didn’t want to. Not everything needs to be broadcast to hundreds of 
thousands of people, so there’s definitely a point where it’s just too much.  
 
Thinking about the influencers you follow, to what extent would you say that you trust 
them? 
 
Like I’ve said, I think everything on social media is kind of fake and posed to an extent, but I 
still think I’d trust them to some degree. Like, maybe I wouldn’t want their opinion on something 
like a major purchase or life change, but I’ll try their ab routine or maybe I’ll look for that brand 
of coffee creamer next time I’m at the grocery store and want to try a new flavor. With stuff like 
that, I feel like it would almost be weird if I didn't trust them. Like, what’s the point of even 
following then?  
 
So brand deals or sponsorships for something like that coffee creamer doesn’t bother you? 
 
No, I get that it’s part of how this whole thing works. If it comes totally out of left field that 
they’re suddenly trying to sell me something, it’s a little jarring but even then I deal with it. 
During the pandemic and everyone was working from home, so many influencers I followed 
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were having codes for blue light glasses, and I definitely bought a pair. Like, I’ve been 
influenced and I’ll own that. They were $30 and I think they work pretty well, so I’m not mad 
about it. Most of it’s for minor stuff, like clothes or food so I think the potential harm is minimal. 
If stuff was super expensive or would make a big impact on someone’s life, I’d be a lot more 
skeptical of what was going on and why they were advertising something like that on social 
media.  
 
Wrapping up, is there anything you look for specifically on a fitness influencer’s posts or 
profile that would make you follow them over others?  
 
I know Instagram is obviously this super visual platform, but I honestly value captions a lot 
because I want more context about what’s going on, I guess, is the best way to explain it. Like, if 
I really like the creator I’m following, I’ll read the mini-blog in the caption.  
 
I think captions also help show a lot of effort. For my friends and family, it obviously doesn't 
matter, it’s just an Instagram account but if you’re trying to make a career off of posting, I think 
you kind of owe it to your audience to put some thought into it and actually be intentional about 
what you’re sharing and how you present it.  
 
So if stuff feels really rushed or really fake and inauthentic, that’s going to be something I notice 
and I’ll probably favor other creators instead.  
 
Alright. Well, thank you so much for taking the time to answer my questions. This has been 
great, and I really appreciate it. 
 
Interviewee #10 
 
Riley Steinbrecher: For this project, I'm looking into what motivates college-aged women 
to engage with content from health and fitness influencers on Instagram, and then also 
what criteria women use to determine what influencers they follow. So, these interview 
questions will hopefully ladder up to answering those broader research questions. To start, 
how did you first encounter health and fitness influencers on Instagram? 
 
Interviewee #10: I don’t really remember like consciously seeking them out. During the early 
stages of the pandemic, I was spending a ton of time on my phone and on social media and I 
remember seeing different at-home workouts that you could do without any equipment on my 
Explore page, and I think it kind of just grew from there that I followed some creators to help me 
find ways to stay active while we were all stuck at home.  
 
As we’ve kind of moved out of the pandemic, are you still engaging with this content? 
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Yeah, I’m still following some of the same influencers. I honestly haven’t gone back to the gym 
since the pandemic. I used to do those Tiger X classes like three times a week, but now I just 
work out in my apartment. I bought a yoga mat and some weights, so it’s honestly just more 
convenient to follow along with their videos and workouts from my apartment and I don’t have 
to try and go somewhere and squeeze in workouts between work and my other commitments.  
 
What does your typical engagement with health and fitness content on Instagram look like? 
 
I feel like it’s pretty typical. I like posts that come across my feed, and I’ll watch Stories a lot. 
Most of the influencers that I follow use their Stories a lot more frequently for day to day 
content, like pictures of their breakfast or recipes and things like that. Even workouts, because 
they can upload each exercise as its own little clip on the Story. I think the main feed is reserved 
more for like brand deals or more involved posts, and that stuff is always a lot more posed and 
you can kind of tell it’s less authentic in that way.  
 
But yeah, mainly just liking posts in the feed and watching their Stories, as long as they aren’t 
too long.  
 
I want to talk a little bit more about this idea of posts being less authentic than Stories. Can 
you elaborate on that? 
 
Yeah, so I just feel like Stories are always a lot less produced because they only last 24 hours, 
unless you save them to a highlight or something. So they don’t have to worry as much, I guess, 
about how something will be perceived or how it will fit into their broader aesthetic so they can 
be a lot more relaxed. 
 
I feel like this is less of a thing now for people, but when people really cared about their 
Instagram having like a theme or uniform color scheme, I think there was way more reliance on 
Stories because those didn’t have to match your aesthetic or whatever. It just feels like 
influencers are still kind of buying into that sometimes and their main feed needs to be more 
polished and everything has to match their brand.  
 
Okay. Thank you for expanding on that. Circling back a little bit, are there any common 
themes or topics you notice the influencers you follow post about?  
 
I would definitely say that it’s mainly fitness people, like giving workout ideas and showing their 
workouts. Sometimes they’ll post about what they’re eating, but I’m not specifically following 
them for recipes or diet tips or anything like that. I’m actually really conscious of how the 
creators I follow are talking about food, because I’m really sensitive to talk around restrictive 
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eating and counting calories and things like that because I think it’s really dangerous to talk 
about that kind of stuff on social media, especially if you’re not trained as a nutritionist or 
dietitian or something like that. 
 
Are you looking for the creators you follow to have those certifications? 
 
Not necessarily, because I don’t follow people for recipes or tips to eat healthy but when I do 
encounter that kind of stuff like through my Explore page, then those certifications do help. I 
take everything with a grain of salt anyway, but that gives me a little more confidence.    
   
When you choose what influencers that you follow, are you interested more in the specific 
niche or topic that they're posting about, or is it more of a general appeal that you're 
looking for, more to do with their personality or lifestyle? 
 
I would say it’s about 50/50 between the two. When I kind of started following these health and 
fitness influencers, I was just searching for “at home workout” and “body weight workout” and 
browsing through hashtags, so for that initial sweep it’s definitely focused on that topic. But then 
once I’ve engaged and maybe tried a workout, then it’s more about their personality when I want 
to decide if I hit that follow button or not. There are times where I’ve really liked a workout and 
saved it to go back to, but ultimately not followed the creator because there wasn’t enough there 
in terms of their personality and overall profile. So both definitely matter, because you can have 
a great personality and account, but I’ll never engage if you don’t have the content I need easily 
accessible.  
 
Are you looking for influencers to be more relatable or more aspirational?  
 
I’d say more so relatable. When I’m picking who to follow, I’m definitely looking at their 
circumstances and life stage and seeing how it matches up with mine. Like, if they’re super 
bougie and going to these really expensive gyms and doing these really long and involved 
workouts, it’s probably not going to be a fit. But a creator who says, “Hey guys, I’m really 
slammed today but I still wanted to squeeze in a workout. Try this 10 minute ab circuit that 
doesn’t require any equipment,” that’s a way better fit for my needs and also what’s attainable 
for me at this point in my life.  
 
You’ve kind of already touched on what you get out of following these influencers. Do you 
feel like you can get those same things from other sources of media? 
 
Not really, no. There’s definitely other places to get workout ideas, whether that’s other social 
media like TikTok and Pinterest or even just blogs and websites. I feel like those other platforms 
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miss that personal element though, where I kind of feel like I know these influencers that I’ve 
been following for months or even years at this point.  
 
I think it would be really difficult to replicate that relationship on any other platforms, like just 
with the nature of TikTok’s algorithm and the For You page doesn’t always show you everything 
from the people that you’re following. Instagram is definitely always my go to.  
 
Changing gears a little bit, is there anything about the health and fitness influencers you 
follow that you don't like, or that you wish they would do differently?  
 
I kind of talked about this earlier, but some creators have such planned accounts where 
everything is perfectly posed and edited in a million different ways, and I really hate that. I think 
it would be a problem no matter what, but especially with health and fitness content, it’s really 
disingenuous to be editing everything when you know that you don’t really look like that and no 
one could ever achieve that reality.  
 
If I notice that their posts don’t really look real, I’ll unfollow them. I get that social media is kind 
of a highlight reel or whatever, but there’s a big difference between moving to get the best 
lighting or blurring out a pimple and actually changing what your body looks like.  
 
Going a little deeper into the influencers you specifically follow, to what extent would you 
say that you trust them? 
 
I trust the influencers that I follow, because I feel like I’ve kind of gotten to know them in a way 
over the time I’ve been following and interacting with their content. Like, I’ve done the workout 
so I can vouch that they know what they’re doing and that what they recommend works.  
 
That being said, I only trust them to have expertise on this narrow range of content. I wouldn’t 
take advice from them about anything more serious, like a diet change or incorporating a 
supplement or anything like that without knowing they have the qualifications to actually 
provide guidance on those topics.  
 
Is trust an important factor for you to follow an influencer? 
 
I don’t think it’s important in clicking follow, but I do kind of expect to build a certain level of 
trust in these creators as I continue to follow them, if that makes sense. Like, I don’t need to trust 
you right when I click that button, but I’m evaluating your content and I might unfollow if you 
let me down. That’s kind of the approach I take, and again, I think it would be more serious if I 
followed them for something that required a lot of expertise and nuance, but I’m really just 
trying to get workout ideas.  
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And then, are there specific characteristics of influencers as people that make you more or 
less likely to follow them? 
 
Just, what I talked about before with influencers that are kind of in a similar life stage or 
situation to me. If I find them more relatable, that’s probably who I’ll follow but I don’t know 
that there’s really anything else that makes me hit follow. 
  
Got it. My last question -- thank you for sticking with me -- is there anything you look for 
specifically on a fitness influencer’s posts or overall profile that would make you follow 
them over others?  
 
If their profile is really well organized, I really like that. Because I’m trying to follow along with 
workouts, it’s so helpful when they have things saved to a highlight of like “Ab Workouts” and 
then “Yoga” and “Leg Day” all sorted so I don’t have to dig through all of their content to find 
the exact workout or exercise I’m thinking of. 
 
I don’t always remember to save things myself, so I really do love it when they’ll take care of 
that for me.  
 
Also, just Stories in general. My feed can get really clogged with just content from so many 
people I’m following, so sometimes I just go through my Stories and basically ignore my main 
feed so it’s a big plus for me if I can keep up with creators that way.  
 
Alright. Well, those were all of my questions. This was great. I really want to thank you so 
much for taking the time to speak with me.  
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Weekly Field Notes 
 
1/17 to 1/21 (Week 1) 
This week was my first week with FleishmanHillard as part of their Corporate Reputation 
practice group, which supports a range of clients within technology, manufacturing, agriculture 
and healthcare among other industries. The Corporate Reputation group primarily focuses on 
corporate communications, including thought leadership, corporate social responsibility, crisis 
communications, media relations, social media and executive visibility. I had some initial 
onboarding meetings and got to meet the account teams I’ll be working with on a regular basis, 
in addition to attending several FleishmanHillard training sessions with other new hires.  
 
The majority of my time will be spent assisting with corporate social responsibility and executive 
visibility projects, and I’m very excited to dive in and take a more active role over the next 
couple of weeks.  
 
For my project, I created the screener survey I will be using to recruit potential participants. My 
sample is women aged 18-24 who engage with health and fitness influencers on Instagram, so I 
don’t expect to have many issues with finding eligible participants, especially on a college 
campus. I distributed the screener to several professors to share with their classes, in addition to 
posting the link on my personal social media channels.  
 
1/24 to 1/28 (Week 2) 
As I slowly onboard onto my primary accounts, I’ve largely been filling my time with one-off 
projects that simply require an extra set of hands to get across the finish line. While helpful for 
getting a broad understanding of the current projects underway throughout the department, it’s 
been difficult to establish a rhythm when my tasks vary wildly from one day to the next. The 
majority of my onboarding meetings have been scheduled for next week, so I expect to begin 
longer-term projects shortly. 
 
Thanks to my available time, I was able to assist with pulling together research documents for 
several new business opportunities this week. I love research, so I had a lot of fun doing deep 
dives into a few different companies. If we’re able to secure their business, it will be rewarding 
to know that my research played some small role in Fleishman’s success.  
 
After creating and distributing my screener survey, I’ve been getting some responses, though 
honestly not at the level I would like. While I have no issues attracting participants in my age 
sample who use Instagram, they follow health and fitness influencers at a lower rate than I was 
expecting. Additionally, several respondents have met my criteria but declined to provide contact 
information, so I have no way of scheduling an interview. Despite these obstacles, I have several 
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interviews scheduled for the next few weeks and do not anticipate having issues finding enough 
eligible participants. 
 
1/31 to 2/4 (Week 3) 
I feel like I’m starting to find my stride with some of my responsibilities. One of my consistent 
projects on a weekly basis is developing social media copy for relevant news articles that our 
client’s employees are encouraged to post on their personal channels as a form of employee 
advocacy. It was a bit daunting at first, as it's a brand new workstream for FleishmanHillard and 
I serve as the client’s main point of contact, but they’ve been very happy with our 
recommendations each week. The positive feedback we were given in our most recent meetings 
gives me a lot of confidence moving forward on this project.  
 
Work on some of my other accounts has been slow to pick up, which is frustrating. While I 
understand that I’m not really in the position to find work for myself as a new employee and no 
one will be mad at me for having open time, seeing the open space on my time entry tracker 
gives me a degree of anxiety. I’m trying to keep a close eye on my availability each week and 
flag to my manager when I have the capacity to take on an additional project, but there’s simply 
not always work to be done, especially as I can’t commit to anything too long-term and risk not 
having space for my main accounts. My manager is attempting to speed up the onboarding 
process, so hopefully work ramps up soon. 
 
After completing my first three interviews for my project, I’m feeling very energized about my 
research. All three participants gave me very detailed answers, and I’m already starting to 
identify common themes between their responses when analyzing the transcripts from their 
interviews. I’ve been continually checking my screener survey to identify potential participants, 
and currently have three more interviews scheduled.  
 
2/7 to 2/11 (Week 4)  
Now that I am fully onboarded onto the majority of my accounts, the work is coming fast and 
furious in contrast to the dead periods I had the past few weeks. This week, I spent the majority 
of my time assisting with event research and preparing speaker submissions for one of our CPG 
companies. In contrast to most of my other accounts where we only support 2 or 3 executives 
with regular speaking opportunities, this account features 6 primary executives and 2 secondary 
executives, all with their own unique priorities and key audiences.  
 
I have been trying to enhance the quality of my work by providing my own perspective or 
recommendation where I feel confident, and this week that effort very much paid off. My 
supervisor on the account was completely aligned on my recommendation for which events 
represented the strongest fit with our executive’s established sustainability messaging, to the 
point that she sent a lovely note to my manager and practice lead acknowledging the quality of 
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my work. It was great to receive confirmation that my efforts do not go unnoticed, and I feel very 
energized to continue working on these projects going forward.  
 
For my project, I have continued scheduling and completing interviews as participants respond to 
my screener survey. To stay on track, I am finalizing transcriptions of each interview within a 
week of them happening. As I am conducting these interviews virtually via Zoom, that process 
has been made much easier by Zoom’s auto-generated transcriptions of each call. I read through 
each transcript, correct any typos and formatting, and have started highlighting common themes 
I’m noticing so far.  
 
2/14 to 2/18 (Week 5) 
One of main interests within the Corporate Reputation group is our ESG workstream. 
Environmental, Social and Governance, often referred to as corporate social responsibility, is a 
growing area of work for our office as a whole, and I’m very excited to be a part of it. This week, 
I was placed on a new ESG project with a life sciences company to essentially create their ESG 
program from the ground up, beginning with a series of interviews with key stakeholders at the 
company to determine their most important sustainability priorities.  
 
The project is expected to last several months, and will provide a lot of great opportunities for 
me to work in a client-facing role. I’m working alongside just three other people on this account, 
two of which are senior leaders, which shows that my manager trusts the quality of my work and 
my ability to make substantial contributions.  
 
Additionally, I have taken over several recurring responsibilities on one of my CPG accounts. I 
am now responsible for preparing the weekly meeting agenda and recap that goes directly to our 
clients, as well as the recap slides following each media announcement we support. I’m excited 
to expand my responsibilities and take on a larger role on the account.  
 
To recruit the final participants I need, I re-published the link to my screener survey across my 
social media platforms and received another wave of responses. Provided these new respondents 
agree to participate in interviews, I hope to schedule those to take place over the next week or 
two. 
 
2/21 to 2/25 (Week 6)  
This week, I was given one of my first pitching assignments. Media relations is an area I am less 
comfortable with as compared to work with executive visibility and CSR/ESG, so I appreciate 
the opportunity to grow my skills in such a critical area of public relations work. The majority of 
the reporters I reached out to did not respond, which was a bit discouraging, but other members 
of the pitch team didn’t get much feedback either, which reassured me this issue had more to do 
with our topic than my pitch note and approach.  
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Additionally, this week I was invited to participate in GRI training. The Global Reporting 
Initiative is an internationally recognized ESG reporting framework used in the majority of 
companies’ annual ESG reports. It’s an enormous show of faith in my abilities that 
FleishmanHillard is willing to invest in my professional development like this. After completing 
the training, I will receive a formal certification that will no doubt prove incredibly helpful as I 
advance in my career.  
 
I am continuing to make progress with getting additional interviews scheduled and completed, 
and I hope to conclude this stage of my project in the next several weeks. 
 
2/28 to 3/4 (Week 7) 
This week, I volunteered to assist with real-time media monitoring of the situation in Ukraine. 
Each morning, I am responsible for preparing a coverage report of the latest corporate responses 
and sanctions against Russia that goes out to senior leadership across the FleishmanHillard 
network, as well as to select clients. The work has been very interesting, and it’s also been a 
great opportunity for me to collaborate with colleagues in other offices. This project is led out of 
the Chicago office, with additional support from San Francisco and New York. Working 
remotely from Columbia can feel isolating at times, so I’ve enjoyed getting to connect new team 
members.  
 
I’ve also been given the opportunity to work on a social media audit for the brand channels of 
one of our clients. The majority of my experience with social media thus far has been tied to 
individual executives, so I’m excited to learn more about the differences between successful 
social media for brands as compared to individuals. Eventually, this audit will be presented to 
our clients as part of a brand voice workshop that I have also been invited to attend.  
 
For my project, I devoted the majority of my time this week to updating my literature review 
with additional sources to better align with the themes I am noticing from my interviews.  
 
3/7 to 3/11 (Week 8) 
Following my work on preparing the social audit of their brand channels last week, I was invited 
to attend our client’s brand voice workshop. The session was led by one of FleishmanHillard’s 
senior partners who specializes in social media and thought leadership, so I really valued the 
opportunity to learn from him. Using peer companies as benchmarks, the session asked our 
clients to think critically about their brand voice relative to the rest of the industry and determine 
an overall brand archetype they should use across all communication materials. Not only did I 
learn a lot about best practices for brands on social media, the session was also a valuable 
opportunity to connect face-to-face with our clients, which is something I’m working towards on 
several of my accounts.  
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This week, I was also given the opportunity to utilize my longform writing skills by drafting an 
employee profile to appear on an internal company blog. I hadn’t written a profile since taking 
J2100 my freshman year, so it was great to return to my journalistic roots for a brief moment. 
 
At this point, I have completed interviews with 10 participants and feel comfortable concluding 
the interview stage of my research. After finalizing the last few interview transcripts, I will move 
toward a more detailed analysis of common themes and begin outlining the analysis component 
of my project.  
 
3/14 to 3/18 (Week 9) 
A majority of my time this week was spent in stakeholder interviews for the ESG materiality 
project I’ve been working on over the past several weeks. To determine a list of the company’s 
most important ESG priorities, we’re conducting detailed interviews with ten members of senior 
leadership. I attend each call to capture detailed notes, as well as a recording of the session, so 
that we can generate transcripts for further review and analysis. It’s a very time consuming 
process, but it’s been really interesting to see how priorities can shift between departments, even 
though they’re all part of the same company. After I complete the transcripts, my team and I will 
present our client with a preliminary list of key topics to start building more detailed ESG 
policies and programs around.  
 
I’ve really been enjoying the variety of working at an agency. Each week, roughly half of my 
time is spent on recurring assignments: developing social media copy, preparing meeting 
agendas, conducting routine media scans, and things of that nature. With the other half of time, 
I’m typically working on two or three larger projects. Balancing the conflicting deadlines can be 
a challenge, but the variety of projects keeps my days interesting and allows me to build skills 
across multiple disciplines. 
 
After completing the interviews for my project, I spent time this week carefully reviewing the 
transcripts for common themes and began developing an outline for the analysis section.  
 
3/21 to 3/25 (Week 10) 
This week, real-time media monitoring took up the majority of my time. Since I started the 
project back in January, I’ve been assigned to one or two monitoring shifts per week, pulling 
coverage in real-time and sending out via email to our clients. Typically, the cadence of coverage 
is slow enough that I’m able to multitask on other projects during my shifts. This week, as we 
approached the major news of a merger, monitoring required my full attention to ensure clips 
were accurately formatted and sent as efficiently as possible. Each development typically 
received coverage in all the major trade publications, so it could be stressful to keep up with the 
volume at times. 
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Monitoring is one of my least favorite projects, because it’s time intensive but ultimately not 
very rewarding. I’m typically pretty drained after spending five hours scanning through Google 
alerts for relevant articles, but I know our work is valuable to the client. Following the close of 
the merger this week, I hope coverage winds down and I am able to devote the bulk of my 
attention to other assignments.  
 
Due to a family emergency and other conflicting demands on my time, I did not make much 
headway on my project this week. I expect things to settle down over the next few days, and 
hope to resume my forward progress next week.  
 
3/28 to 4/1 (Week 11) 
Managing my time this week has been a bit stressful. I previously committed to assisting with 
writing case studies for inclusion in our holding company Omnicom’s corporate responsibility 
and DEI reports, but we’re still waiting on approval from the client for which case studies will be 
included in the reports. As a result, I’ve had to balance holding time on my calendar to meet a 
quick-turn deadline should we hear from the client with taking on additional projects on other 
accounts to meet my minimum billable standard for time entry. This is one of the main 
drawbacks of agency life -- you often hear the phrase “feast or famine” because we can’t always 
control when work comes in. It’s not uncommon for me to anticipate having an open afternoon 
to work on a long-term deadline, only to instead devote my attention to one or more quick-turn 
asks due in a business day or less.   
 
Despite the challenges of balancing my plate this week, I’m feeling really good about my work. 
Annual performance reviews for all FleishmanHillard employees are coming up, and my 
manager has said multiple times that she expects my review to be easy based on the great 
feedback she’s been getting from my account teams. In addition, one of the executives I support 
on social media sent our team a note that he’s been getting compliments on his social presence 
and appreciates our great work. Developing copy in another person’s voice can be a challenge, 
so it was great to hear that my hard work on that account is paying off.  
 
I made great progress on my project this week and am almost finished with my first draft. I hope 
to fill in remaining gaps and share the completed draft with Jon within the next week or so.  
 
4/4 to 4/8 (Week 12) 
This week, I was given the opportunity to draft a speaker submission to have an executive attend 
GreenBiz Verge, a leading sustainability conference. This is one of our account’s priority targets 
for 2022, so I was really excited for the opportunity to take the lead on a first draft of the 
submission. I’ve previously gotten great feedback on this account regarding my event research 
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and recommendations, but being asked to take on larger projects just reinforces their faith in my 
abilities.  
 
Across several of my accounts, I’m slowly being eased into more of a client-facing role. While it 
can occasionally be stressful to be the one in charge of managing emails and coordinating 
meetings, it’s also been really great for my professional development. I feel more confident 
reaching out for what I need, and it’s streamlined work on several projects that I can attend calls 
with the client, rather than waiting around to receive feedback or next steps via email from a 
colleague.  
 
For my research project, I devoted a large chunk of time this week to finalizing my professional 
analysis and literature review. I plan to share the completed first draft of my project with my 
chair early next week.  
 
4/11 to 4/15 (Week 13) 
I spent the majority of my time week working on multiple longform writing assignments across a 
few different accounts. In addition to wrapping up case studies for Omnicom’s corporate 
responsibility and DEI reports, I also had the opportunity to write a profile piece and an article 
announcing a new corporate partnership for one of our clients. Most of my regular writing 
responsibilities are for social media, so I always appreciate the opportunity to work on longer 
form pieces when I can.  
 
This week, I had my performance review with my manager. Overall, it went very well, and the 
team is really pleased with the work that I’ve been doing. Multiple people across my account 
teams specifically noted my strong writing abilities, which explains the uptick in writing 
assignments I’ve been getting lately. It was really gratifying to know that my efforts are paying 
off and being recognized, and it also provided a jolt of much-needed confidence as I tackle some 
larger projects over the next few weeks.  
 
I submitted the first full draft of my project to my chair this week, and plan to spend the weekend 
incorporating edits and feedback. The goal is to share a complete draft with the full committee at 
the end of next week in preparation for my defense.  
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Supervisor Evaluation 

Molly Krippene 
200 N. Broadway  
St. Louis, Missouri 63102 
 
April 25, 2022 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
My name is Molly Krippene and I am a managing supervisor in the Corporate Reputation 
practice of the FleishmanHillard St. Louis office. I have had the pleasure of working with Riley 
Steinbrecher as intern coordinator and as her manager since she joined our team. 
 
Riley first became part of our group as an intern in the summer of 2021, and since then has 
proven herself to be a valuable member of our company. And, after re-joining us in December, 
she has continued to build her reputation as a strong, reliable teammate on her account teams. 
She is known as “thoughtful,” “smart,” and “adaptable,” with many of her colleagues often 
commenting on her ability to jump in to last-minute or quick turn client requests and deliver 
strong work. She has a knack for understanding complex projects and assignments quickly and 
remaining calm under pressure. Some verbatim comments from Riley’s teams: 
 
• “She is a strong writer, and she can sift through multiple resources and synthesize 

information into a presentable format. These are coveted skills for a junior employee!” 
• “Riley handles multiple deadlines and action items across clients with poise and 

adaptability. I know I can rely on Riley and that’s a great feeling.” 
• “I’ve seen Riley grow her writing (both short- and long-form) and critical thinking skills. 

She does a great job analyzing research and outlining considerations for clients/industries.  
• “Riley’s deliverables are always polished and nearly-client ready.”  
• “Riley’s insights are very valuable. She does a great job sharing these, and our teams can 

only benefit from her continuing to do so.” 
 
Riley’s skills lend well to her areas of interest—CSR/ESG, executive visibility and writing—on 
accounts like Enterprise Holdings, AT&T and Omnicom Group. She’s also continuing to 
diversify and build experience in media relations through her work on Anheuser-Busch and 
Busch Gardens. 
 
We are glad to have Riley as part of the FleishmanHillard family and know her future at our 
company is indeed very bright!  
 
Sincerely, 

Molly Krippene 

FleishmanHillard Managing Supervisor 
314-982-0561 | molly.krippene@fleishman.com  
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Self-Evaluation 

Over the past several months, I’ve been part of FleishmanHillard’s Corporate Reputation 

practice group out of their St. Louis office.  

When I first started, my primary account responsibilities consisted of media monitoring 

and drafting social media content as part of broader executive visibility strategies. Over time, I 

was progressively onboarded onto more accounts and able to take on larger projects with more 

responsibilities.  

Relatively early on, I was given the opportunity to lead a new social work stream for our 

Enterprise client, where I drafted new social media content on a weekly basis for their employees 

to share on their personal platforms. As the main point of contact for this work, I regularly 

interacted with our clients and felt empowered to lead the conversation in our weekly meetings.  

As part of my interest in corporate social responsibility, I was also placed on a long-term 

project for a life sciences company to create a corporate sustainability from scratch, beginning 

with stakeholder interviews and a materiality assessment to determine the company’s priority 

issues. My primary responsibilities on the project were to attend the stakeholder interviews and 

prepared detailed interview summaries with key takeaways, in addition to researching peer 

companies to establish an industry baseline. 

Across my accounts, my strong research abilities and attention to detail made me an asset 

to my colleagues. As I got more established onto my account teams and learned more about each 

workstream, I was able to complete tasks faster and take on more complex projects.  

Working remotely as my colleagues returned to the office in early February sometimes 

made it challenging to feel connected with my colleagues, but I tried to make an effort to engage 
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all of meetings and speak up to establish my presence on the team, even though I was based in 

Columbia.  

One area where I did struggle over the past few months is proactive time management. 

It’s often “feast or famine” at FleishmanHillard with multiple projects in a waiting period or 

every project with a quickly approaching deadline, and there was rarely an in-between. I 

struggled with finding work to do on my slower days, only to end up stretched thin later in the 

week when multiple projects advanced simultaneously. By better balancing my workload and 

trying to get ahead where I could, I think I could have avoided some of those peaks and valleys.  

Throughout this experience, I was able to work across many different aspects of public 

relations and grow my skills, particularly in areas that are newer to me like corporate social 

responsibility and media relations. I had minimal experience working with the media before 

coming to FleishmanHillard, but I’m now much more comfortable pitching and engaging in 

proactive outreach to build relationships with journalists.  

I also learned a lot about how to communicate effectively and work collaboratively in a 

fast-paced environment. It’s impossible to accomplish everything alone, so I had to learn to rely 

on my colleagues for assistance and get comfortable delegating responsibilities when necessary. 

I’ve learned so much from these past few months at FleishmanHillard and I’m looking forward 

to continuing my career as a full-time member of the team. 
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Project Proposal 

Introduction 

Despite a large body of academic research detailing the harmful effects of social media 

on mental health broadly, as well as a subset of research specifically focusing on the negative 

effects of viewing fitspiration, social media platforms are rife with health and fitness influencers, 

some of which boast millions of followers. Intrigued by this apparent discrepancy, I developed 

three research questions to understand how health and fitness influencers are able to garner such 

massive followings when most research shows their content negatively affects their audiences.    

To explore this phenomenon, my research will consist of 10-12 semi-structured 

interviews with college-aged women who follow health and fitness influencers on Instagram. 

The goal of this study is to determine how and why audiences engage with health and fitness 

influencers, as well as what characteristics of influencers help drive this message acceptance. My 

discussions with participants will cover their perceptions of health and fitness influencers, how 

they interact with influencers and specific posts, and what characteristics of influencers they 

value. 

Professional Skills Component 

To complete the professional skills component of this project, I will be working at 

FleishmanHillard as part of their Corporate Reputation practice group, which supports a range of 

clients within technology, manufacturing, agriculture and healthcare among other industries. The 

Corporate Reputation group focuses on work related to corporate communications, including 

thought leadership, brand management, corporate social responsibility, crisis communications, 

media relations, social media and executive visibility.  

I will be working across various account teams on the following tasks:  
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● Drafting a variety of written content including pitch notes, briefing documents, report 
summaries and social media copy. 

● Pitching to local and national media outlets and creating lists of media contacts. 
● Media monitoring to track earned coverage and industry news. 
● Researching and drafting recommendations for events and speaking opportunities for 

various clients.  
● Assisting with Environmental Social Governance (ESG) benchmarking projects and 

corporate sustainability reporting.  
● Conducting secondary research into various clients, audiences, and industries as needed.  

I’m excited to participate in FleishmanHillard's fast-paced agency culture and combine 

my previous skills with research, copywriting, and social media management into one integrated 

role. This position will allow me to gain additional experience in traditional public relations 

techniques to complement my research into the newer field of influencer marketing. I will be 

working approximately 40 hours per week in this role. 

Professional Analysis  

Abstract 

Social media platforms are some of the largest and most frequently used websites, 

allowing for an unmatched degree of connection. However, social media platforms are also rife 

with thin-idealized content promoting unattainable beauty standards, driven in part by the 

prevalence of health and fitness influencers, some of which have millions of followers.  

As influencers continue to grow in popularity, it is important to better understand how 

and why audiences choose to engage with health and fitness influencers, as well as what 

characteristics of influencers help drive this message acceptance. While there is a large body of 

research on social media’s effect on mental health and behaviors, as well as a specific subset of 

research devoted to the effects of viewing fitspiration, little research has been conducted to 

understand the underlying factors driving audience engagement. This review includes relevant 



 84 

literature focused on the impact of social media-driven beauty standards, the effects of viewing 

fitspiration and body-positive content, and the perceived appeal of health and fitness influencers.  

 Health and fitness influencers have enormous popularity on Instagram, making it 

important to better understand their appeal on this platform. The findings of this research can 

inform influencer behavior by giving insight into what aspects of their brand have the highest 

levels of appeal. These conclusions may also benefit brands and companies seeking to partner 

with influencers by helping identify what resonates with specific audiences.  

 Keywords: Influencer, health, fitness, social media, Instagram, message appeal.  

Literature Review 

Introduction 

Innovations in technology have made the world an increasingly digital space. Social 

media platforms are now some of the largest and most frequently used websites, allowing for a 

degree of connection that surpasses that of any other medium. For example, Instagram, one of 

the leading visual platforms, is used by 37% of U.S. adults and has roughly 1 billion active 

reported users on a monthly basis (Sprout Social, 2020).  

However, these platforms are also rife with content that promotes body dissatisfaction 

and internalization of unattainable beauty standards. As part of a study investigating the impact 

of exposure of thin-idealized Instagram photos on body image, Anixiadis et al. (2019) found that 

97.4% of their survey respondents viewed thin-idealized images at least sometimes, with 56.4% 

saying they saw them at least half of the time they spent browsing the platform.  

One contributing factor to the prevalence of thin-idealized content on the platform is the 

popularity of health and fitness influencers. For the purposes of this study, influencers are 

defined as “people who have established credibility with large social media audiences because of 
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their knowledge and expertise on particular topics, and thereby exert a significant influence on 

their followers’ and peer consumers’ decisions” (Ki and Kim, 2019).  

Social media influencers have capitalized on the interactive and personalized nature of 

these platforms and built devoted communities that place an enormous amount of trust in these 

content creators. According to data from Statista, the audience size for some influencers is 

comparable to that of traditional media, and consumption among young audiences is still 

growing (Tankovska, 2021). Additionally, 2016 data revealed 92% of consumers are actually 

more likely to trust an influencer than alternative forms of advertising (Weinswig, 2016). Despite 

the enormous power of social media influencers, relatively little research has been done to 

understand the factors driving audience engagement, particularly engagement with health and 

fitness influencers.  

Theoretical Framework 

Much of the existing literature around health and fitness content on Instagram focuses on 

measuring the short-term effects of viewing body-focused content on self-esteem and body 

image. In contrast, this study will employ uses and gratifications theory to focus more broadly on 

users’ motivations for following influencers, as well as seek to understand the value their content 

adds to users’ lives.  

Summarized succinctly by Katz (1959) as focusing on what “people do with the media” 

rather than what “the media do to people” (p. 2), uses and gratifications theory argues that 

audience members have power over their media consumption and are responsible for choosing 

media that meet their desires and needs. 

From its’ historic origins focusing on the direct effects of media on audiences, uses and 

gratifications has shifted towards a more psychological perspective that stresses individual use 
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and choice (Ruggiero, 2000). This emphasis on audience choice has been driven by the internet’s 

selectivity characteristics, which allow individuals to tailor content to their specific needs.  

As audiences have been presented with increasingly more choices due in part to the 

proliferation of social media, “motivation and satisfaction become even more crucial components 

of audience analysis,” (Ruggiero, 2000). 

This view of active media consumption when confronted by seemingly endless options is 

corroborated by Rathnayake and Sunrise Winter, who argue that the internet allows users “to be 

gatekeepers of content, build communities, and contribute” (2018). The interactive nature of 

media is of particular interest to communication researchers for its ability to “obscure the line 

between the sender and receiver of mediated messages,” (Ruggiero, 2000).  

Looking specifically at Instagram, Sheldon and Byant’s (2016) study of motivations for 

Instagram use found four key gratifications: surveillance and knowledge about others, 

documentation, coolness, and creativity. Surveillance and knowledge about others was the most 

influential motivation guiding Instagram use, confirming that social media sites are a way to 

keep up with or gain knowledge about what others (including friends, family, and even strangers) 

are doing. 

Uses and gratifications theory’s emphasis on audience choice, which has only become 

more important due to the increase in options brought about by social media, is a natural fit for 

my research questions, which center around how and why users are making conscious decisions 

to follow health and fitness influencers. 

The Impact of Social Media’s Beauty Standard 

As social media is specifically “the media of one’s peers” (Williams and Ricciardelli, 

2014, p. 2), users are increasingly able to compare themselves with their equals, or figures who 
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feel like equals,  rather than untouchable figures such as models and celebrities. This feeling of 

equality can make appearance comparisons seem more attainable, and thus put more pressure on 

young women to match society’s beauty standard. Research from Nweke and Jarrar (2019) 

corroborates these findings: heavy users of social media are more likely to engage in unnecessary 

self-criticism, negative feelings about oneself and body dissatisfaction. An internal presentation 

from Facebook further underscores the negative effects of social media platforms on mental 

health, revealing that “among teens who reported suicidal thoughts, 13% of British users and 6% 

of American users traced the issue to Instagram” (Bursztynsky and Feiner, 2021). The same 

presentation found that 32% of teen girls said that when they felt bad about their bodies, 

Instagram made them feel even worse. 

Furthermore, the cumulative viewing of thin-idealized social media content negatively 

affects audience behavior. Meyer (2011) found that the most important reason most young 

women untag themselves from images on Facebook is to “prevent physically unappealing photos 

from being seen by others.” Meyer theorized that women perceive the world as prettier than it is 

in reality, making it harder to measure up to their standards of “real beauty,” seemingly ignorant 

to the fact that their standard is based on manipulated photos that have been carefully edited to 

minimize or correct any perceived imperfections.  

As media representations gradually socialize women to compare themselves to an ideal 

standard, Tiggeman et al. (2020b) investigated the practice of selfie editing, finding that negative 

mood and body dissatisfaction both increased after taking and editing selfies. The researchers 

concluded that women are likely comparing themselves to the societal ideal when they are 

selecting and editing photos of themselves, so they take on a particularly critical view of their 

own appearance. Further supporting the idea that cumulative exposure to thin-idealized social 
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media results in increased levels of self-criticism, an eye tracking study established a positive 

correlation between overall Instagram usage and the amount of attention spent on high anxiety 

body regions when examining photos of oneself (Couture Bue, 2020). By believing social media 

content to be reflective of reality, users unconsciously apply that framework to the real world, 

though the two are often not compatible. 

Overall, research clearly illustrates that social media platforms taken as a collective 

whole actively contribute to the perpetuation of unrealistic beauty standards. Many health and 

fitness influencers claim to counter these restrictive norms by posting unfiltered “authentic” 

content that is supposed to more accurately reflect reality and better connect with audiences, 

though additional research is required to determine if they are successful in that aim.  

The Negative Psychological Effects of Viewing Fitspiration 

 The majority of existing research into health and fitness content on social media focuses 

on a specific subset of content -- fitspiration. For the purposes of this research, fitspiration -- an 

amalgamation of the words fitness and inspiration -- will be defined as media content that 

promotes working out, dieting, and other image-conscious behaviors to achieve a “fit” body. 

Though ostensibly focused on promoting a healthy lifestyle, a content analysis of 1,000 images 

labelled with the hashtag fitspiration on Instagram revealed the individuals depicted were 

generally very thin or low in body fat and muscular, conforming the pervading sociocultural 

definition of attractiveness (Deighton-Smith and Bell, 2018). Fitspiration often takes an overly 

simplistic approach to wellness that ignores barriers such as lack of time and resources to 

exercise or limited access to healthy food, as evidenced by the common themes ‘commitment 

and self-regulation’ and ‘pleasure and perseverance through pain’ identified by Deighton-Smith 

and Bell.  
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Viewing image-focused fitspiration content, even for just a brief 10 minute period, is 

correlated with decreased mood and increased anxiety (Kohler et al., 2020). Providing additional 

support for this conclusion, Prichard et al. developed an experimental design to examine the 

effect of viewing fitspiration on body dissatisfaction, mood, and exercise behavior in young 

women and found that viewing fitspiration was correlated with higher rates of negative mood 

and body dissatisfaction as compared to the control group who viewed travel-focused content. 

With regard to exercise behavior, participants who viewed fitspiration content did not travel any 

farther on the treadmill during their allotted time than participants who viewed control images 

(Prichard et al, 2020). This suggests that in addition to the known psychological consequences of 

fitspiration, there is also limited evidence of benefits, though more research is needed to draw a 

definite conclusion.  

Additional research from Fardouly et al. (2018) determined viewing fitspiration was 

positively correlated with increased body dissatisfaction and a drive for thinness as well. 

Furthermore, internalization of the beauty ideal and appearance comparison tendencies were 

positively correlated with the frequency of viewing fitspiration content. Interestingly, the study 

indicated that fitspiration produced by celebrities has less of an impact on body image than 

content produced by peers. The study acknowledges that more research is needed, but theorizes 

that users are more likely to be cognizant that photos from celebrities are edited and thus 

unrealistic, mitigating their potential influence on body image. This raises questions for future 

research on the role of health and fitness influencers, as their credibility generally stems from 

their perceived authenticity. 

Further compounding the evidence that viewing fitspiration can be psychologically 

harmful, a 2018 study found that for one-quarter of participants, viewing fitspiration resulted in a 
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“sense of feeling inadequate in terms of their appearance, fitness level and overall sense of 

worth,” (Raggatt et al., 2018). 

Though the majority of research into the effects of viewing fitspiration reaches a uniform 

conclusion that it is harmful to users’ self-esteem and perceptions body image, the existing 

research looks exclusively at the content itself, failing to take into account how looking at a 

profile or content creator more holistically could affect users’ perception of fitspiration content.  

Potential Beneficial Effects of “Body Positive” Content 

Recognizing the potential harms of fitspiration content that emphasizes dieting and 

working out to achieve the ideal body standard, there is a growing community on social media 

that instead posts “body positive” content, defined by Cohen et al. (2019) as content that “aims to 

challenge these narrow societal prescriptions for female beauty in favour of a broader 

conceptualisation of beauty, body acceptance of all shapes and sizes, and body appreciation.” 

The movement has massive popularity across Instagram; as of January 2020, over 11 million 

posts were tagged with #bodypositive, four million were tagged #bodypositivity and over one 

million used the shorthand #bopo (Instagram, January 2020). Despite the movement’s massive 

popularity, there has been limited research on its specific content and impact, with limited 

agreement between the studies that have been conducted.  

Though much of the research on the impacts of body-focused social media content on 

self-esteem and body image centers around the images themselves, the accompanying captions 

can also play a role. Fitspiration is primarily confined to visuals, but research has shown captions 

also impact young women’s moods and feelings about their bodies. Davies et al. (2020) 

specifically focused on the accompanying captions to determine if neutral or body positive 

captions could mitigate the effects of viewing fitspiration. Participants were exposed to images 
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with either a fitspiration, neutral, or body positive caption. In the resulting findings, body 

positive captions were associated with higher levels of body esteem post-exposure as compared 

to neutral or fitspiration captions.  

However, a similar study conducted by Tiggeman et al. (2020a) discovered the opposite -

- the addition of captions encouraging body acceptance, celebration, and appreciation did not 

lead to significant decreases in body dissatisfaction or increases in body appreciation, which 

suggests that the positive effect of body positive posts should be attributed to the images 

themselves, not the accompanying caption. One possible reason for the discrepancy in results 

between the two studies is the variance in images used. In the prior study, the stimuli included 

both posed and active images of people, but also food to reflect the full range of content included 

in the broad term fitspiration. This contrasts with the study from Tiggeman et al. (2020a), which 

used body positive captions alongside images exclusively on thin and average-sized women. 

Further research is necessary to more accurately judge the potential effects of promoting body 

positivity through captions. 

  Providing additional support for the positive impacts of viewing content that is body 

positive compared to fitspiration, a study from Cohen et al. (2019) compared the mood, body 

satisfaction, and self esteem of participants after they viewed either fitspiration, neutral, or body 

positive Instagram content. Participants who viewed body positive content reported 

improvements in positive mood and body satisfaction. Furthermore, though participants who 

viewed body positive and thin idealized content both reported higher rates of self objectification 

than the control group, participants who viewed body positive images made significantly more 

positive comments about their own appearance, whereas participants who viewed fitspiration 

were more likely to have negative perceptions of their appearances. 
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 Though findings are mixed on the potential benefits of body-positive content, both in 

isolation and in direct comparison with fitspiration, the movement’s popularity is widespread and 

has the potential to influence how influencers create and promote content in the health and 

wellness space.  

Evaluating the Allure of Health and Fitness Influencers 

Health and fitness influencers walk a fine line between the increasing desire for more 

authenticity on social media and the proliferation of heavily edited, posted images of women’s 

bodies that are prevalent in fitspiration. By “posting unedited or ‘realistic’ visuals of the body, 

sharing moments from the everyday and talking about struggles with mental health and body 

image,” some influencers are positioning themselves as an alternative to the picture-perfect 

fitspiration that is posted by many Instagram accounts (Reade, 2021). Such ‘unfiltered’ content is 

carefully curated to create a shared sense of belonging and connectedness between influencers 

and their audience, which can then be used to establish a personal brand and commercial value 

for the influencer. Such feed curation is a widespread strategy, but influencers must be wary of 

being so authentic that they’re no longer perceived as aspirational. When surveyed, Reade’s 

participants said they would unfollow influencers who are “too whiney or down” or frequently 

post about “really negative stuff,” meaning these content creators must constantly “negotiate the 

breadth and depth of their self disclosures in order to still maintain an upbeat personality and 

inspirational persona,” (Reade, 2021).  

Providing further support for the draw of health and fitness influencers’ perceived 

authenticity, Raggatt et al. found that participants exhibited a greater sense of trust for ‘everyday’ 

people who would give a more honest account of their difficulties as compared to paid models or 

actresses (2018). They deliberately avoided content they perceived as “superficial” or “fake.” As 
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many health and fitness influencers eventually utilize their large and devoted followings to 

secure brand partnerships and endorsements, this raises questions for how audiences perceive 

and engage with sponsored content on the platform.  

Though drawn to influencers for easy access to social support and health information, 

some participants acknowledged that finding reliable and accurate information could be 

challenging due to the unregulated nature of social media. This subset of participants were wary 

of “uneducated and underqualified” influencers giving inappropriate advice (Raggat et al., 2018).  

As fitspiration and other forms of health and wellness content saturate the platform, it is 

important to understand users’ continued motivations for engaging with this content.  

Conclusion 

 Health and fitness influencers have increasingly capitalized on social media’s 

interactivity to build relationships with their devoted followings, but the majority of existing 

research is narrowly focused on either the negative effects of viewing fitspiration or the potential 

benefits of taking a more body-positive approach. There is a gap present with regards to the 

audience’s motivations for engaging with social media content of either type within health and 

fitness communities. 

As a result, this study has been designed to examine how health and fitness influencers on 

Instagram are successfully reaching their audience. Based on a review of the existing literature, 

the following research questions have emerged to guide study: 

RQ1: What motivates college-aged women to engage with content from health and fitness 

influencers on Instagram? 

RQ2: What criteria do these women use to determine which influencers to follow?  
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For the purposes of this study, engagement is defined as following an account, liking or 

commenting on a post, sending content to friends, or viewing an Instagram Story. This definition 

is purposefully broad to encompass the broad range of potential interactions audiences can have 

with health and fitness content on the platform. Notably, simply viewing a post does not count as 

engagement, as people can easily scroll through content they’re not specifically interested in 

when browsing their feeds.  

Method 

To address the aforementioned research questions around how health and fitness 

influencers successfully build a following, this project will rely on a series of in-depth interviews 

with consumers who follow fitness influencers on Instagram.   

The vast majority of prior research on this subject has largely focused on analyzing the 

short-term effects of isolated exposure to fitspiration or thin-idealized social media content by 

asking participants to answer quantitative surveys that assign numerical values to feelings of 

body satisfaction and self-esteem before and after exposure to body-focused content. This 

method both ignores the nuance of these complicated and personal feelings, and leaves 

unanswered questions regarding why audiences choose to engage with this content in the first 

place.  

In contrast, this project will use a qualitative method to uncover the diverse ways in 

which audiences engage with health and fitness content, and the specific characteristics of 

influencers that help affect message acceptance.  

Though using a qualitative approach will set this project apart from most previous work 

in this area, I maintain it is a more appropriate method for this research question because the 
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interaction between audiences and influencers is not “objective data to be quantified but [a] 

meaningful relationship to be interpreted,” (Kvale, 1996, p. 11).  

Specifically, this study will use individual semi-structured interviews with participants to 

identify the ways in which they engage with health and fitness influencers and what specific 

influencer characteristics assist with message acceptance. This method was chosen because 

“qualitative interviewing is less concerned with data collection and instead strives to understand 

the meanings of information, opinions, and interest in each respondent’s life” (Brennen, 2013, p. 

28). Interviews will take place on an individual basis, both to protect the privacy of the 

participants and to ensure that they feel comfortable sharing their experiences, which may 

contain sensitive and deeply personal information. Conducting individual interviews also ensures 

that participants will not feel compelled to alter their responses to better fit in with the group.  

This project will exclusively focus on participants’ relationship to influencer-produced 

health and fitness content posted on Instagram. Though other social media platforms, such 

Facebook and Twitter, can also host influencer content, I have chosen to focus on Instagram 

because it is an image-driven platform.  

In addition to selecting Instagram for its emphasis on visual content, Instagram is also 

enormously popular. According to 2019 data from the Pew Research Center, 75% of Americans 

aged 18 to 24 had used Instagram at least once, and 6 in 10 U.S. adults who use Instagram (63%) 

say they do so every day (Auxier, 2020).  

For the purposes of this study, I will be interviewing participants who are between the 

ages of 18-24, as this age group is highly familiar with the platform, making up 29.8% of total 

Instagram users (Tankovska, 2021). Within the 18 to 24 age range, I will further narrow my 

study to only focus on women. Though men are not immune from the pressures of fitspiration, 



 96 

previous research has illustrated that women are more likely than men to view social media-

based fitspiration (Carrotte et al., 2015; Boepple et al., 2016.) Additionally, over 90% of 

collegiate women in the United States report experiencing body dissatisfaction (Pritchard and 

Cramblitt, 2014), and heavy Instagram use in particular can worsen these feelings. One study 

found that Instagram users reported more body image concerns than Facebook users, especially 

when following accounts that emphasized appearances, such as those belonging to celebrities 

and models (Cohen et al., 2017). 

To recruit potential participants for interviews, I will distribute a screener (see Appendix 

A) to students at the University of Missouri, chosen for its large student population and 

convenience. To qualify for an interview, participants must meet the age and gender criteria, as 

well as indicate that they follow health and fitness influencers. I will also be screening for 

Instagram use by requiring my participants to have used Instagram several times per week at a 

minimum. This will help ensure that my participants are more actively consuming health and 

fitness content as compared to sporadic users of the app. I will begin my outreach by 

coordinating with professors to distribute my screener to students enrolled in their classes. From 

there, I will engage in further recruitment through snowball sampling, a method in which 

existing participants recruit future participants from a pool of their own acquaintances. By 

encouraging respondents to share the screener with people they know, the maximum number of 

potential participants will take the survey.  

Participants who meet the criteria from the screener survey will be invited to schedule a 

semi-structured interview, used “in an attempt to understand the complex behavior of members 

of society without imposing any a priori categorization that may limit the field of inquiry” 

(Fontana and Frey, 1994, p. 366). Semi-structured interviews allow researchers to vary the order 
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of their questions and allow for follow-up questions to delve deeper into a particular topic or 

clarify previous answers given by the respondent. This makes them well-suited for exploring 

respondents’ feelings, emotions, experiences, and values (Brennen, 2013). A semi-structured 

model was appealing as a middle ground between an unstructured model that could easily get off 

track and fully structured interviews that offer little room for improvisation and could limit 

potential data.  

Interviews will be conducted via the video-conferencing platform Zoom. All interviews 

will be recorded in their entirety and transcribed via Zoom following the meeting. I plan to 

conduct 10-12 interviews to encompass a wide range of potential experiences with health and 

fitness influencers on Instagram.  This number of interviews has been selected for its likelihood 

to result in data saturation, the point at which “additional interviews or focus groups do not result 

in identification of new concepts,” (Sargeant, 2012).. 

I expect the interviews to provide insight into how audiences engage with health and 

fitness content, as well as the specific characteristics of influencers that help affect message 

acceptance. I will ask participants about how they perceive health and fitness influencers, how 

they interact with posts, and what characteristics of influencers they value. I intend for these 

interviews to last between 30-45 minutes, though the exact length will depend on the amount of 

follow-up questions and discussion that takes place.  

Once data collection is complete, I will engage in thematic analysis, chosen for the ability 

to “examine the perspectives of different research participants, highlighting similarities and 

differences, and generating unanticipated insights,” (Nowell et al., 2017). By carefully analyzing 

the transcripts of my interviews, I will be able to generate common themes that can be distilled 

into key findings. My goal for this research is to help influencers and the brands that partner with 
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them better understand the factors driving audience engagement. Prior research discussed in my 

literature review have uncovered mixed results about the benefits and harms of influencer 

content, but few studies have specifically investigated the reasons driving audience engagement 

and message acceptance.  

Participants will be able to withdraw from the study at any time or refuse to answer any 

question without consequence during the interview. While the interviews will be recorded in 

their entirety, participant confidentiality will be maintained at all steps of the project. All 

participants will be assigned a pseudonym (e.g. Participant 1) and I will disguise any details from 

their interview which may reveal their identity or the identities of people they are speaking 

about. Additionally, all interview recordings will be kept private, and all transcriptions will have 

identifying information removed.   

This research, while valuable, is not without limitations. First and foremost, the findings 

of this study will not be generalizable to a broader population, as it employs a qualitative 

method. Interpretation of my findings must reflect that the results are simply a collection of 

participants’ subjective feelings and perceptions. Additionally, participants in this study are 

limited to women; the various ways in which men consume and are affected by influencer-

produced health and fitness content simply will not be addressed by this project. Finally, this 

study’s use of a qualitative method makes it ill-suited for direct comparison with previous 

quantitative work in this area.  

Appendix A: Screener Questions 
 
Hello! For my master’s project, I am looking to speak to people who follow influencers on 

Instagram. If you are interested in participating, please fill out this survey and I will contact you 

if I would like to set up an interview. Thank you in advance! 
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1. What is your age? ______ 

*** If respondents are not between the ages of 18 and 24, their survey will end with the message: 

“Thank you for participating in my survey!” 

2. What is your gender?  

a. Male 
  b. Female 
 c. Transgender 

d. Non-binary 
 e. Prefer not to answer 

*** If respondents do not identify as women, their survey will end with the message: “Thank 

you for participating in my survey!” 

3. How often do you use Instagram? 

 a. Multiple times a day 
 b. Once a day 
 c. Several times per week 
 d. Once a week 
 e. Several times per month or less 
 f. Never 

*** If respondents use Instagram at a frequency of once per week or less, their survey will end 

with the message: “Thank you for participating in my survey!” 

4. Which of the following types of influencers do you follow on Instagram? Please select all that 
apply.        

a. Beauty 
 b. Fashion 
 c. Health and Fitness 
 d. Food 
 e. Travel 
 f. Gaming 
 g. Other 

*** If respondents do not select the “health and fitness” option, their survey will end with the 

message: “Thank you for participating in my survey!” 
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5. When scrolling through health and fitness content on Instagram, which of the following do 
you tend to do? Please select all that apply. 

a. Read the caption. 
b. Like the post. 
c. Comment on the post. 
d. Watch the Story. 
e. Send the post to a friend. 
f. I don’t do any of these things. 
 

*** If respondents do not select any behaviors for interacting with health and fitness content, 

their survey will end with the message: “Thank you for participating in my survey!” 

*** If respondents indicate they interact with content from health and fitness influencers, their 

survey will end with a different page that reads: “Thank you for participating in my survey. As 

part of my master’s project, I would appreciate the opportunity to speak with you about the 

health and fitness influencers you follow for roughly 30-45 minutes. Please fill in your name and 

contact information, and select an interview time.” 

Appendix B: Interview Questions 
 

Research Questions Interview Questions 

Introductory Questions 1. How did you first encounter health and fitness 
influencers on the platform?  

○ Listen for: using the Explore feed, posts 
being sent by friends, posts shared on 
Stories, etc.  

2. How long have you been following these 
influencers? Is this a recent interest, or something 
more long-term?   

3. How often would you say you engage with health 
and fitness influencer content on Instagram? What 
does that look like? 

○ Listen for: liking posts, viewing Stories, 
commenting, sharing with peers, adding 
posts to Stories.  

RQ1: What motivates college-
aged women to engage with 

4. What specific health and fitness influencers do you 
follow?  
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content from health and fitness 
influencers on Instagram? 

5. What drew you to follow them or engage with their 
content? 

6. Were you interested in a specific niche or topic 
they were posting about, or was it a more general 
appeal? 

○ Listen for: body positivity, workout ideas, 
recipes, personal stories, daily life, etc.  

7. What do you get out of following these 
influencers?  

○ Listen for: motivation, a sense of 
empowerment, education (workouts, 
recipes, etc.), inspiration.  

8. Do you get those same things from other sources of 
media? This can be other social media platforms, 
television, print media, etc.  

9. Is there anything about the health and fitness 
influencers you follow that you don’t like, or wish 
they would do differently? 

10. What would make you unfollow an influencer?  

RQ2: What criteria do these 
women use to determine which 
influencers to follow?  

11. Do you look for influencers that are more relatable 
or more aspirational?  

12. To what extent would you say that you trust the 
influencers that you follow? Is trust an important 
factor for you to follow an influencer? 

13. Are there specific characteristics of influencers as 
people that make you more or less likely to follow 
them? 

○ Listen for: authenticity, showing daily life, 
“behind the scenes,” presence outside of 
Instagram, etc. 

14. Is there anything you look for in a fitness 
influencer’s posts or overall account that would 
make you follow them over others? 

○ Listen for: overly staged/edited photos, 
amount of sponsored posts, disclosure of 
sponsorships/brand partnerships, level of 
detail in captions, frequency of posts, etc.  
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