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Abstract
The aim of the present study is to investigate the effect of daily exposure to body-
positive and fitspiration Instagram posts on young women’s mood, body satisfaction, and 
appearance comparison tendency. One hundred and twenty-two young Italian women 
(Mage = 22.29 ± 2.26 years) were randomly assigned to three different conditions of 
daily exposure on Instagram (i.e., body-positive, fitspiration and neutral content) and 
followed with an experience sampling method over a period of 28 consecutive days. 
Comparisons between groups were performed via multilevel regression modelled as a 
linear growth model. Results showed that daily exposure to body-positive images was 
associated with the highest rates of growth of positive mood and body satisfaction. 
Daily exposure to fitspiration images was associated with the highest rates of growth of 
negative mood and appearance comparison. In conclusion, the body-positive movement 
may be considered in interventions aimed at improving young women’s body image. 
Fitspiration content on Instagram should be deemed inappropriate.
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Introduction

Instagram is a photosharing social network created in 2010 (Instagram, 2020). It has 
approximately 500 million daily active users, many of whom are young adult women 
(Instagram, 2020). Instagram allows users to follow a large variety of photo trends 
labelled with a hashtag (#) (Instagram, 2020). In this context, following appearance-
focussed beauty trends (such as ‘health and fitness’ or ‘celebrities’) lead young women 
to be exposed to a broad range of ideal body images that have a detrimental effect on 
body image satisfaction and mood (Brown and Tiggemann, 2016; Casale et al., 2019; 
Sherlock and Wagstaff, 2019; Slater et  al., 2017; Tiggemann and Barbato, 2018; 
Tiggemann and Zaccardo, 2015; Tiggemann et al., 2018). Recent research has focussed 
on the psychological effects of exposure to a specific appearance-focussed beauty trend: 
‘fitspiration’ (e.g. Holland and Tiggemann, 2017; Tiggemann and Zaccardo, 2015; 
Uhlmann et al., 2018). The fitspiration trend (a combination of the words ‘fitness’ and 
‘inspiration’) arose as a healthy solution to the ‘thinspiration’ trend (i.e. images planned 
to motivate weight loss, glamorizing thinness and promoting unhealthy eating habits) 
(Slater et al., 2017) that was considered inappropriate (Instagram help, 2020). Fitspiration 
trends mainly depict women, usually exercising, or dressed in exercise outfits, occasion-
ally accompanied by inspirational quotes that motivate health and fitness (Boepple and 
Thompson, 2016). It was created to encourage women to practise physical activity and 
obtain a muscular, toned body (Boepple and Thompson, 2016). Extensive research sug-
gests that the ‘fitspiration’ movement communicates messages that are potentially harm-
ful to young women’s well-being (e.g. Griffiths and Stefanovski, 2019; Tiggemann and 
Zaccardo, 2015, 2018), albeit some evidence shows the opposite effect, in that positive 
benefits associated with fitspiration, such as increasing motivation to be physically 
active and to eat healthily, were reported (e.g. Raggatt et  al., 2018; Tiggemann and 
Zaccardo, 2015). Content analyses showed that fitspiration images, although focussed on 
fitness, foster weight loss and place particular value on physical appearance, depicting 
only thin and toned models (Carrotte et  al., 2017; Tiggemann and Zaccardo, 2018). 
Fitspiration models were less thin and more muscular than models portrayed in fashion 
magazines, unattainable for most women (Tiggemann and Zaccardo, 2018). Specifically, 
fitspiration models represent mainly everyday women rather than fashion models, lead-
ing viewers to engage in greater levels of social comparison with them (Boepple et al., 
2016). Social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) argues that women evaluate their 
appearance by comparing themselves with the cultural ideals of beauty and thinness 
presented in the media. Perceiving the appearance of these models as unattainable could 
lead women to feel dissatisfied with their image and body. Social comparison based on 
appearance has been found to be responsible for the detrimental effects of viewing ideal-
ized images (including fitspiration images) on women’s body image outcomes (Sherlock 
and Wagstaff, 2019; Tiggemann and McGill, 2004; Tiggemann and Zaccardo, 2015; Yee 
et al., 2020). Moreover, inspirational quotes motivate viewers to appearance-related ben-
efits rather than health or enjoyment benefits. Exercising for reasons of appearance has 
been associated with negative body image (Prichard and Tiggemann, 2008; Strelan et al., 
2003). Moreover, fitspiration images frequently display objectifying features (i.e. focus 
on particular poses or body parts) that were associated with self-objectification, body 
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dissatisfaction, depressed mood, disordered eating and sexual dysfunction (Tiggemann, 
2011). Experimental studies confirm these results, showing that exposure to fitspiration 
pictures was associated with the development of body image dissatisfaction, unhealthy 
eating behaviours, lower appearance-related self-esteem, lower self-rated attractiveness 
and negative affective states (Griffiths and Stefanovski, 2019; Prichard et  al., 2018; 
Sherlock and Wagstaff, 2019; Tiggemann and Zaccardo, 2015; Uhlmann et al., 2018; Yee 
et al., 2020).

In response to fitspiration and other appearance-focussed beauty trends, the ‘body-
positive’ movement has rapidly grown in recent years (Tylka and Wood-Barcalow, 2015). 
Body-positive trends aim to face thin ideals and to disseminate body appreciation and 
acceptance among women (Cwynar-Horta, 2016). This trend comprises posts of images 
of women (e.g. selfies, posed or unposed photos) showing their larger bodies with pride 
or their ‘real’ bodies without filters or digital alterations (Sastre, 2014). Such posts 
attempt to enhance the normalization and diffusion of the otherwise unrepresented body 
in old media (Saguy and Ward, 2011).

Body-positive images are expected to improve acceptance of real bodies, reduce 
upward comparisons and decrease women’s concerns with their appearance (Sastre, 
2014). Hashtag #bodypositive on Instagram was used for over 13,900,000 posts, and 
#bodypositivity and #BoPo reached 5,67,836 and 1,192,639 posts, respectively 
(Instagram, 2020). A recent content analysis (Cohen et al., 2019b) found that, in most 
cases, Instagram body-positive profiles depicted a wide variety of larger body types and 
included messages in line with Tylka and Wood-Barcalow’s (2015) definition of positive 
body image – a multifaceted construct including body appreciation, body acceptance and 
love, adaptive appearance investment, broadly conceptualized beauty, inner positivity 
that radiates outward and manifests as adaptive behaviour and filtering information in a 
body-protective manner. In young women, positive body appreciation was found to be 
associated with greater emotional, psychological and social well-being (Andrew et al., 
2016; Tylka, 2018), healthier eating patterns (Andrew et al., 2014) and increased exer-
cise frequency (Homan and Tylka, 2014). To our knowledge, only two experimental 
studies (Cohen et  al., 2019a; Serlin, 2020) have examined the effect of viewing 
Instagram’s body-positive images on young women, showing that positive mood and 
body satisfaction improved among participants who were briefly exposed to body-posi-
tive images compared with those exposed to thin-ideal and appearance-neutral images 
(Cohen et al., 2019a) as well as compared with those exposed to fitspiration and appear-
ance-neutral images (Serlin, 2020). However, two other recent experimental studies 
(Brown and Tiggemann, 2020; Tiggemann et al., 2020) found no positive effect of body-
positive captions attached to Instagram images (of both unknown peers and celebrities) 
on either body dissatisfaction or body appreciation, nor on social comparison, conclud-
ing that the addition of body-positive captions by attractive celebrities or peers does not 
serve to improve women’s body image.

All previous studies that experimentally investigated the effects of body-positive 
images and captions were conducted in a laboratory setting, and the impact of viewing 
body-positive images was assessed after a few minutes of exposure. Intensive longitudi-
nal assessment methods (e.g. experience sampling method [ESM], ecological 
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momentary assessment, daily diary study) have had increasing application in the field of 
body image studies (e.g. Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 2019; Griffiths and Stefanovski, 2019; 
Heron and Smyth, 2013; Krug et al., 2020; Stefano et al., 2016; Stevens and Griffiths, 
2020; Yee et al., 2020). In particular, Griffiths and Stefanovski (2019) investigated the 
effects of thinspiration and fitspiration exposure in everyday life on body satisfaction 
and affective functioning by an ESM. They found that exposure to thinspiration and fit-
spiration was uniquely and interactively associated with lower body satisfaction, higher 
negative affect and lower positive affect. Recently, Stevens and Griffiths (2020) have 
examined the influence of body-positive exposure on body satisfaction and affective 
functioning using a naturalistic study design. Applying an ecological momentary assess-
ment protocol, they found that individuals who reported a unique exposure to body-
positive subsequently reported greater state body satisfaction and positive affect, while 
also reporting lower state negative affect, relative to those occasions when they were not 
uniquely exposed to body-positive (i.e. unique exposure to thinspiration, unique expo-
sure to fitspiration, dual exposure to body-positive and thinspiration, dual exposure to 
body-positive and fitspiration, dual exposure to thinspiration and fitspiration and triple 
exposure to body-positive, thinspiration and fitspiration). However, as the authors stated, 
a limitation of the above-mentioned study is that researchers did not know what partici-
pants were seeing when they reported viewing (or not viewing) body-positive. Indeed, 
they did not experimentally manipulate the types of images which participants were 
exposed to. Krug et al. (2020) and Yee et al. (2020) conducted two experimental ecologi-
cal momentary assessment studies to assess the impact of fitspiration images (during a 
7-day period) on body image concerns among women and men, respectively. Among 
men, viewing fitspiration images led to poorer body image, and this effect was stronger 
for men with high levels of trait muscularity dissatisfaction and appearance comparison 
(Yee et  al., 2020). Among women, exposure to fitspiration content increased the per-
ceived pressure to obtain an idealized body and decreased the perceived success of 
attempting to do so and the satisfaction with one’s current fitness, whereas it did not 
affect other aspects of satisfaction with one’s body attributes (e.g. weight, health, muscle 
tone), mood or the frequency of appearance comparisons (Krug et al., 2020).

To date no study has utilized intensive longitudinal assessment methods with an 
experimental design embedded within, to investigate the effect of the daily exposure to 
body-positive images on Instagram. Intensive longitudinal assessment methods allow 
participants to respond to questions in their natural setting and to schedule affective and 
behavioural dynamics in everyday life (Bolger and Laurenceau, 2013). Moreover, they 
provide the opportunity to track mood and body satisfaction in the environment where 
the data are collected and to overcome the limitation of a retroactive self-report assess-
ment (Bolger and Laurenceau, 2013). Adopting an intensive longitudinal assessment 
method within an experimental design permits to maximize the ecological validity of the 
results without reducing internal validity.

The present study aimed to experimentally investigate the effect of daily exposure to 
three Instagram trends (i.e. body-positive, fitspiration, and neutral content) on four psy-
chological variables (i.e. positive mood, body satisfaction, negative mood, and appear-
ance comparison) engendered by a 1-month exposure to pictures using an ESM technique. 



3270	 new media & society 25(12)

Specifically, participants will be randomly assigned to a condition of daily exposure (e.g. 
follow body-positive, fitspiration, or neutral-content Instagram trends) and fill out a 
short daily diary (Larson and Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). ESM relies on electronic devices 
(e.g. smartphones, tablets, laptops) that emit a stimulus signal (e.g. e-mail or social media 
message) according to a random schedule each day over several days (Larson and 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). At the signal, participants write down information about their 
daily exposure and psychological variables (Larson and Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). The 
results are analysed via a linear growth model (LGM) to evaluate whether the changes 
over time in psychological variables are due to assignment to different conditions or 
individual differences (Bolger and Laurenceau, 2013).

Specifically, the following hypotheses were tested:

H1. Participants exposed to body-positive content show greater growth in positive 
mood than participants exposed to neutral or fitspiration content.

H2. Participants exposed to fitspiration content show greater growth in negative mood 
than participants exposed to neutral or body-positive content.

H3. Participants exposed to body-positive content show greater growth in body satis-
faction than participants exposed to neutral or fitspiration content.

H4. Participants exposed to fitspiration content show greater growth in appearance 
comparison engendered by exposure to pictures than participants exposed to neutral 
content.

Methods

Study design

The study design was a quasi-experimental intensive longitudinal study (Bolger and 
Laurenceau, 2013) in which a sample of women was randomly assigned to three differ-
ent conditions of daily exposure on Instagram (i.e. body-positive, fitspiration, and neu-
tral content) and followed with an ESM over a period of 28 consecutive days. A power 
analysis was conducted using G*Power. Assuming a medium-sized effect (partial 
η2 = 0.06) and an alpha level of .05, the results indicated that 66 participants (22 per 
group) would be necessary to achieve a power of 0.95 (Cohen, 1992).

Participants

Participants were 122 Italian Instagram users. They were young women with a mean age 
of 22.29 (SD = 2.26) years. The majority (68.0%) of the participants had at least a high 
school education and were full-time students (89.3%) or employed (8.2%). The mean 
self-reported body mass index (BMI) was 21.25 (SD = 2.77).

Participants were recruited through announcements on Instagram advertising a study 
on ‘Instagram, body image and well-being’. To be eligible to participate, participants 
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were required to identify as females aged between 18 and 30 years (Cohen et al., 2019a), 
have a smartphone with access to the Internet (e.g. Bennett et al., 2020; Stefano et al., 
2016), have an Instagram profile, be active users of Instagram defined as usage of at least 
1 hour per day (Varkaris and Neuhofer, 2017), and following fewer than 1000 Instagram 
accounts. Participation was voluntary, and respondents gave informed digital consent 
and a privacy protection disclaimer according to Italian and European laws in the field of 
research activities. Approval to run the research was obtained by the University of 
Florence Review Board.

Procedure

Before starting the ESM procedure, a pilot test was run on a sample of 15 young women. 
They first received a tutorial fully explaining fitspiration (Tiggemann and Zaccardo, 
2015) and body-positive definitions (Tylka and Wood-Barcalow, 2015) and then evalu-
ated two sets of pictures on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = not at all; 5 = very much): 240 
selected via hashtag #bodypositive and 240 selected via hashtag #fitspiration. For each 
set, the 112 pictures with the highest scores were assigned to two Instagram profiles cre-
ated by researchers. The first profile included body-positive pictures (@bodypositive.
unifi); the second profile encompassed fitspiration pictures (@fitspiration.unifi). A third 
Instagram profile related to neutral content (i.e. @study.unifi) was created with 112 
images selected from the following hashtags: #animals; #plants, #landscape, #travel, 
#city, #marinelife and #nature. The structure of the present ESM protocol was modelled 
in line with previous effective intensive longitudinal studies investigating body image or 
mood (e.g. Bennett et al., 2020; Griffiths and Stefanovski, 2019; Stefano et al., 2016).

Respondents who agreed to take part in the study and who met the inclusion criteria 
were enrolled. Participants were assessed at baseline and daily for 28 days. At baseline, 
they were asked to give digital informed consent and to complete a self-report question-
naire collecting demographic information (i.e. age, level of education, occupational sta-
tus, BMI) and frequency of Instagram use. Subsequently, participants were randomly 
assigned to one of the Instagram profiles created by researchers. Forty-one participants 
were randomly assigned to body-positive, 41 to fitspiration and 40 to neutral profiles. All 
participants were asked to follow the assigned profile for 28 days. Moreover, for all 
28 days, participants assigned to body-positive and fitspiration content were asked to 
follow the most popular body-positive (i.e. #BodyPositive, #BoPo, #ShowUs #normali-
zeNormalBodies, #BodyPositivity, #celluLIT, #loveyourbody) and fitspiration (i.e. #fit-
spiration, #fitmodel, #fitmotivation, #bodytransformation, #fitspogirl) hashtags, and 
participants assigned to neutral content were asked to follow #animals, #nature, #travel 
and #landscape hashtags. Therefore, all participants received a second tutorial explaining 
the ESM procedures. During the ESM, participants received a new post each day pub-
lished at 10:00 a.m. and three Instagram stories published at 9:00 a.m., 1:00 p.m. and 
5:00 p.m., respectively. During the 28 days, participants received one message per day 
between the hours of 6:00 p.m. and 7:00 p.m. The text messages contained a control 
question about the details of the post or stories and a hyperlink to the ESM measures 
hosted through Google Forms. The ESM measures are described below.
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Measures

The computer-based visual analogue scale (C-VAS) (Cohen et al., 2019a; Reich et al., 
2003) was used to measure state mood and body satisfaction. Participants were asked to 
rate how they felt ‘right now’ by moving a vertical marker to the appropriate point on 
each horizontal line with endpoints labelled ‘not at all’ (1) and ‘very much’ (10). 
Participants were asked to rate a series of mood dimensions that encompassed ‘depressed’, 
‘anxious’, ‘anger’, ‘confident’ and ‘happy’. Following Cohen et al. (2019a) and Reich 
et al. (2003), ratings of ‘happy’ and ‘confident’ were combined to form a measure of state 
positive mood, and ‘depressed’, ‘anxious’ and ‘anger’ were combined to form a measure 
of state negative mood. The body satisfaction dimensions included ‘satisfied with my 
weight’, ‘satisfied with my overall appearance’, ‘appreciation towards one’s body’ and 
‘satisfied with my body shape’, which were combined to form a measure of state body 
satisfaction (Cohen et al., 2019a; Reich et al., 2003). Previous research has shown the 
VAS to be a reliable and sensitive measure of changes in mood and body satisfaction 
among young women (Cohen et al., 2019a). In the current study, the positive mood scale 
showed acceptable internal consistency (α = .72), the negative mood scale showed good 
internal consistency (α = .81) and body satisfaction demonstrated excellent internal con-
sistency (α = .97).

The State Appearance Comparison Scale (SACS) (Tiggemann and McGill, 2004) was 
used to measure appearance comparison engendered by exposure to the presented pic-
tures. This scale consists of three items that have demonstrated good internal consistency 
(Tiggemann and McGill, 2004). In the present study, the SACS demonstrated excellent 
internal consistency (α = .95).

The 5-item Physical Appearance Comparison Scale (PACS; Thompson et al., 1991) 
was used to measure trait tendency to engage in social comparison based on appearance. 
Thompson et  al. (1991) report an adequate internal consistency coefficient and test–
retest reliability. In the present study, the PACS showed acceptable internal consistency 
(α = .73).

The Multidimensional Body-Self Relations Questionnaire Appearance Scales 
(MBSRQ-AS; Cash, 2000) was used to measure trait body image. It is a 34-item measure 
that consists of five subscales, namely, Appearance Evaluation, Appearance Orientation, 
Overweight Preoccupation, Self-Classified Weight and the Body Areas Satisfaction 
Scale. In the present study, all the scales showed acceptable internal consistency (α = .91 
for Appearance Evaluation; α = .80 for Appearance Orientation; α = .71 for Overweight 
Preoccupation; α = .76 for Self-Classified Weight and α = .73 for Body Areas Satisfaction 
Scale).

Statistical analysis

In accordance with Bolger and Laurenceau (2013), each total score measure was recorded 
on a 0–10 scale. Three subsamples were created to run multilevel regression analyses 
modelled as a linear growth function (Bolger and Laurenceau, 2013). They were created 
to compare the different conditions of exposure on Instagram (41 participants exposed to 
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body-positive content; 41 participants exposed to fitspiration content; 40 participants 
exposed to neutral content; total n = 122) and selected as follows:

1.	 Subsample a for the comparison of participants exposed to Instagram body-posi-
tive content (#BoPo; n = 41) and participants exposed to neutral content (neutral; 
n = 40) (total; n = 82).;

2.	 Subsample b for the comparison of participants exposed to Instagram body-posi-
tive content (#BoPo; n = 41) and participants exposed to fitspiration content (#fit-
spo; n = 41) (total; n = 82);

3.	 Subsample c for the comparison of participants exposed to Instagram fitspiration 
content (#fitspo; n = 41) and participants exposed to neutral content (neutral; 
n = 40) (total; n = 81).

No significant differences, F(2, 119) = 0.39; p = .67, were found between the three groups on 
trait physical appearance comparison as assessed through the PACS (Thompson, 
Heinberg, & Tantleff, 1991) (M ± SD = 10.02 ± 3.99; 10.05 ± 3.74; and 9.40 ± 3.31 for 
#BoPo, #fitspo and neutral condition, respectively). No significant differences were 
found between the three groups on trait body satisfaction as assessed through the 
Appearance Evaluation, F(2, 119) = 0.48; p = .62, and the Body Areas Satisfaction Scales, 
F(2, 119) = 0.01; p = .98, of the MBSRQ-AS (Cash, 2000) (Appearance Evaluation: 
M ± SD = 3.43 ± 0.90; 3.37 ± 0.76 and 3.23 ± 1.03; Body Areas Satisfaction: 
M ± SD = 3.29 ± 0.62; 3.31 ± 0.55 and 3.31 ± 0.67 for #BoPo, #fitspo and neutral condi-
tion, respectively).

Before running multilevel regression analyses, each psychological variable (i.e. pos-
itive mood, body satisfaction, negative mood and SACS scores) was tested in terms of 
fit to the LGM internal consistency and the absence of a mean difference between 
groups at day 1 (Grimm et al., 2017). The fit to the LGM was calculated using the stand-
ardized root mean square error of approximation (SRMSEA), comparative fit index 
(CFI) and Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) (Hu and Bentler, 1998, 1999). SRMSEA values up 
to 0.08 were judged as having an acceptable fit (Hu and Bentler, 1999). The values close 
to 0.90 at CFI and TLI indicated an adequate fit; and those close to 0.95 indicated a 
good fit (Hu and Bentler, 1998). The statistical software Mplus 7 was used. The absence 
of a mean difference between groups at day 1 was calculated via the t-test for independ-
ent samples. A result that was not statistically significant showed no differences. The 
statistical software SPSS 22 was used. Thereafter, comparisons between groups were 
conducted via a series of eight multilevel linear regression analyses (i.e. two-level ran-
dom), modelled as a LGM following the analytic strategies for intensive longitudinal 
data proposed by Bolger and Laurenceau (2013). The Maximum Likelihood estimator 
was applied. The statistical software Mplus 7 was used. A p value ⩽.05 was considered 
statistically significant.

Time.  For each regression, time was set as continuously ranging from 0 to 1, and the 
28 days of the ESM were scaled such that 0 = day 1 and 1 = day 28, with the remaining 
26 days spaced equally across the 0–1 interval (Bolger and Laurenceau, 2013).
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Grouping variable.  The grouping variable was the condition assigned by researchers. Zero 
was assigned to the group in which lower growth was expected (i.e. group 0). One was 
assigned to the group in which higher growth was expected (i.e. group 1) (Bolger and 
Laurenceau, 2013).

Multilevel regression analyses.  Eight multilevel linear regression analyses were run to test 
the study hypotheses. At the lower level, positive mood (regressions 1 and 2), negative 
mood (regressions 3 and 4), body satisfaction (regressions 5 and 6) and SACS score 
(regressions 7 and 8) were the dependent variables, and time was the independent vari-
able. At the upper level, positive mood (regressions 1 and 2), negative mood (regressions 
3 and 4), body satisfaction (regressions 5 and 6) and SACS score (regressions 7 and 8) 
were the dependent variables, and the grouping variable was the independent variable. 
For each multilevel linear regression analysis, daily Instagram use was set as an adjust-
ment variable (i.e. minutes spent on Instagram per day). The grouping variables were set 
as follows:

1.	 Subsample a (regressions 1 and 5), comparison between participants exposed to 
body-positive content and participants exposed to neutral content: #BoPo = group 
1; neutral = group 0;

2.	 Subsample b (regressions 2 and 6), comparison between participants exposed to 
body-positive content and participants exposed to fitspiration content 
#BoPo = group 1; #fitspo = group 0;

3.	 Subsample c (regressions 3 and 7), comparison between participants exposed to 
fitspiration content and participants exposed to neutral content: #fitspo = group 1; 
neutral = group 0;

4.	 Subsample b (regressions 4 and 8), comparison between participants exposed to 
fitspiration content and participants exposed to body-positive content: #fit-
spo = group 1; #BoPo = group 0.

Multilevel regression analysis provided two sets of parameters (i.e. standardized beta 
coefficients ranging from 0 to 10) (Bolger and Laurenceau, 2013). The first set was fixed 
effects, and the second set was random effects (Bolger and Laurenceau, 2013). Fixed 
effects were intercept (i.e. the average score of group 0 at day 1), time (i.e. growth of 
group 0 over the 28 days), group (difference at day 1 in terms of group 1 minus group 0) 
and group × time (growth over the 28 days in terms of group 1 minus group 0) (Bolger 
and Laurenceau, 2013). The random effects were variance of intercept (i.e. variance of 
participants’ scores above or below their population average scores), variance of time 
(i.e. variance of participants’ growth above or below their population growth), covari-
ance of intercept and time (i.e. linear relationship between population score and growth) 
and variance of residuals (i.e. average variability of population on the individual-specific 
fitted growth lines) (Bolger and Laurenceau, 2013).

True differences, percentages of between-group overlap, percentages of between-
group separation and variance of residuals were examined to investigate whether group 
1 had higher growth than group 0. The true difference was calculated via the group × time 
parameter. A group × time parameter with a statistically significant value > 1 indicated a 
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true difference; a no statistically significant parameter indicated no difference (Bolger 
and Laurenceau, 2013). The percentages of between-group overlap and between-group 
separation were determined from three values: the growth of group 0 (i.e. the time 
parameter); the growth of group 1 (i.e. the sum of the time plus the group × time param-
eters) and the standard deviation (SD) of population growth (i.e. the square root of the 
random variance of time parameter) (Bolger and Laurenceau, 2013; Cohen, 1988: p. 28). 
Percentages less than 50% were judged low; percentages greater than 50% were judged 
high (Cohen, 1988). Last, a value less than 1 of the variance of the residual parameter 
was considered low. Thus, a true difference, low between-group overlap, high between-
group separation and low residuals provided evidence that group 1 has higher growth 
than group 0 (Bolger and Laurenceau, 2013). Moreover, a not statistically significant 
group parameter confirmed a successful random assignment (i.e. there were no group 
differences at day 1) (Bolger and Laurenceau, 2013).

Results

Results on positive mood

Subsample a (i.e. comparison between #BoPo and neutral) consisted of 81 young women 
followed during 28 days for a total of 2268 observations. Missing observations were 
3.2% (n = 72). Positive mood showed a moderate fit to the LGM (SRMR = 0.074; 
CFI = 0.862; TLI = 0.870) and there was no mean (± SD) difference between groups at 
day 1 (#BoPo = 5.19 ± 1.61; neutral = 5.04 ± 1.61; p = .665). Table 1 shows the results of 
multilevel regression for LGM of positive mood as a function of exposure groups 
adjusted for daily Instagram use. The upper part of the table shows comparisons between 
#BoPo and neutral. The group parameter was not statistically significant, confirming a 
successful random assignment (Table 1). The time parameter was statistically signifi-
cant, showing a growth of 1.21 for neutral; the group × time parameter was statistically 
significant, showing no true difference (Table 1). This corresponded to 1.86 growth in 
positive mood for #BoPo. The random variance of time was statistically significant and 
corresponded to an SD of 1.05. The random variance of the residuals was low and statis-
tically significant (Table 1). With these values, there was a high overlap (62.2%) and a 
high separation (77.4%). Overall, the absence of true differences and high overlap sug-
gested similar rates of growth; small residuals and high separation suggested that #BoPo 
had greater growth. Thus, with respect to positive mood, #BoPo had higher growth than 
neutral with moderate evidence.

Subsample b (i.e. comparison between #BoPo and #fitspo) consisted of 82 young 
women followed for 28 days for a total of 2296 observations. In subsample b, positive 
mood showed a moderate fit to the LGM (SRMR = 0.086; TLI = 0.888; CFI = 0.894) and 
there was no mean (± SD) difference at day 1 (#BoPo = 5.19 ± 1.61; #fitspo = 5.15 ± 1.67; 
p = .907). Missing observations were 3.7% (n = 84). The lower part of Table 1 shows 
comparisons between #BoPo and #fitspo. In accordance with successful random assign-
ment, the group parameter was not statistically significant (Table 1). The time parameter 
showed a statistically significant growth of 1.06 for #fitspo (Table 1). The group × time 
parameter was statistically significant and very close to a true difference (Table 1). This 
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corresponded to 2.04 growth in positive mood for #BoPo. The random variance of time 
was statistically significant (Table 1), which corresponded to an SD of 1.05. The random 
variance of the residuals was low and statistically significant (Table 1). With these val-
ues, there was a quite high overlap (55.4%) and a high separation (79.4%). Generally, the 
quite high overlap suggested similar rates of growth, whereas true difference (very 
close), small residuals, and high separation indicated that #BoPo had greater growth. 
Thus, concerning positive mood, #BoPo had higher growth than #fitspo with strong evi-
dence. In summary, H1 was supported (i.e. #BoPo showed higher growth than neutral 
and #fitspo).

Results on negative mood

Subsample c (i.e. comparison between #fitspo and neutral) consisted of 81 young women 
followed during 28 days for a total of 2268 observations. In subsample c, negative mood 

Table 1.  Result of linear growth models of positive mood as a function of exposure groups 
adjusted for daily Instagram use.

Sub-sample Effect Parameter β  (SE) p 95% CI

Lower Upper

a (#BoPo vs 
neutral)

Fixed Intercept 4.86 (0.23) .000 4.39 5.32
  Time 1.21 (0.17) .000 0.83 1.60
  Group 0.03 (0.32) .951 −0.63 0.68
  Group × Time 0.65 (0.27) .029 0.12 1.18
Random ([co-]
variances)

Intercept 2.05 (0.33) .000 1.35 2.74

  Time 1.11 (0.22) .000 0.66 1.57
  Intercept and 

Time
0.21 (0.20) .204 −0.19 0.61

  Residual 0.97 (0.03) .000 0.91 1.03
b (#BoPo vs 
#fitspo)

Fixed Intercept 4.89 (0.21) .000 4.44 5.35
  Time 1.06 (0.18) .000 0.70 1.42
  Group −0.02 (0.31) .793 −0.61 0.66
  Group × Time 0.98 (0.25) .000 0.47 1.48
Random ([co-]
variances)

Intercept 2.00 (0.34) .000 1.33 2.67

  Time 1.01 (0.20) .000 0.60 1.43
  Intercept and 

Time
−0.01 (0.19) .917 −0.38 0.36

  Residual 0.93 (0.03) .000 0.88 0.99

CI: confidence interval; SE: standard error.
a (#BoPo vs neutral): sub-sample a for the comparison of participants exposed to body-positive Instagram 
content (#BoPo) and participants exposed to neutral content (neutral) (n = 81); b #BoPo vs #fitspo): 
subsample b for the comparison of participants exposed to body-positive Instagram content (#BoPo) and 
participants exposed to fitspiration content (#fitspo) (n = 82).
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showed a poor fit to the LGM (SRMR = 0.090; CFI = 0.780; TLI = 0.767) and there was 
no mean (± SD) difference at day 1 (#fitspo = 2.55 ± 1.89; neutral = 2.91 ± 1.92; p = .413). 
Missing observations were 4.0% (n = 90). Table 2 shows the results of multilevel regres-
sion for LGM of negative mood as a function of exposure groups adjusted for daily 
Instagram use. The upper part of the table shows the comparison between #fitspo and 
neutral. The group parameter was not statistically significant, highlighting a successful 
random assignment (Table 2). However, the group × time parameter was not statistically 
significant (Table 2), indicating that there was no growth difference between #fitspo and 
neutral. Thus, regarding negative mood, there was no evidence that #fitspo had higher 
growth than neutral.

In subsample b (i.e. comparison between #BoPo and #fitspo), a negative mood 
showed a moderate fit to the LGM (SRMR = 0.076; CFI = 0.838; TLI = 0.828), there was 
no mean (± SD) difference at day 1 (#fitspo = 2.55 ± 1.89; #BoPo = 2.59 ± 1.49; p = .906), 
and 3.4% (n = 84) of missing observations. The lower part of Table 2 shows 

Table 2.  Result of linear growth models of negative mood as a function of exposure groups 
adjusted for daily Instagram use.

Subsample Effect Parameter β (SE) p 95% CI

Lower Upper

c (#fitspo vs 
neutral)

Fixed Intercept 2.29 (0.18) .000 1.96 2.74
  Time 1.40 (0.20) .031 0.98 1.81
  Group −0.02 (0.27) .699 −0.55 0.51
  Group × Time 0.83 (0.29) .073 −0.09 1.41
Random ([co-]
variances)

Intercept 1.24 (0.25) .000 0.78 1.71

  Time 1.23 (0.28) .000 0.67 1.79
  Intercept and 

Time
−0.48 (0.21) .021 −0.87 −0.08

  Residual 1.52 (0.05) .000 1.43 1.61
b (#fitspo vs 
#BoPo)

Fixed Intercept 2.35 (0.20) .000 1.96 2.74
  Time 1.24 (0.18) .000 0.85 1.63
  Group −0.09 (0.26) .611 −0.65 0.46
  Group × Time 0.99 (0.04) .000 0.44 1.55
Random ([co-]
variances)

Intercept 1.38 (0.25) .000 0.88 1.88

  Time 1.09 (0.25) .000 0.59 1.59
  Intercept and 

Time
−0.46 (0.20) .035 −0.10 −0.07

  Residual 1.45 (0.04) .000 1.36 1.53

CI: confidence interval; SE: standard error.
c (#fitspo vs neutral): subsample c for the comparison of participants exposed to fitspiration Instagram 
content (#fitspo) and participants exposed to neutral content (neutral) (n = 81); b (#fitspo vs #BoPo): 
subsample d for the comparison of participants exposed to fitspiration Instagram content (#fitspo) and 
participants exposed to body-positive content (#BoPo) (n = 82).
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the comparison between #fitspo and #BoPo. The group parameter was not statistically 
significant, indicating a successful random assignment (Table 2). The time parameter 
showed a statistically significant growth value of 1.24 for #BoPo, and the group × time 
parameter was very close to the true difference, indicating a 2.23 growth in negative 
mood for #fitspo (Table 2). The random variance of time showed a statistically signifi-
cant value that corresponded to an SD of 1.04. The random variance of the residuals 
showed a high statistically significant value (Table 2). With these values, there was a 
quite high overlap (55.4%) and a high separation (84.1%). In general, the quite high 
overlap and the high residuals suggested similar growth; true difference (very close) and 
high separation suggested that #fitspo had higher growth. Thus, concerning negative 
mood, #fitspo had higher growth than #BoPo with moderate evidence. In summary, H2 
was partially supported (i.e. #fitspo and neutral had no growth difference; #fitspo showed 
higher growth than #BoPo).

Results on body satisfaction

In subsample a (i.e. comparison between #BoPo and neutral), body satisfaction showed 
a good fit to the LGM (SRMR = 0.028; CFI = 0.917; TLI = 0.912), with 3.2% (n = 72) of 
observations missing, and no mean (± SD) difference between groups at day 1 
(#BoPo = 5.73 ± 1.72; neutral = 5.29 ± 1.79; p = .270). Table 3 shows the results of multi-
level regression for LGM of body satisfaction as a function of exposure groups adjusted 
for daily Instagram use. The upper part of the table shows comparisons between #BoPo 
and neutral groups. The group parameter was not statistically significant, showing a suc-
cessful random assignment (Table 3). The time parameter showed a statistically signifi-
cant growth of 1.72 for the neutral group. The group × time parameter was statistically 
significant, showing no true difference (Table 3). This corresponded to a 2.26 increase in 
body satisfaction for the #BoPo group. The random variance of time was not statistically 
significant (Table 3), which corresponded to an SD of 0.39. The random variance of the 
residuals was high and statistically significant (Table 3). With these values, there was a 
high overlap (72.6%) and a high separation (81.6%). In general, the absence of true dif-
ference, high overlap and high residuals suggested similar rates of growth, whereas high 
separation showed that #BoPo had higher growth. Thus, there was no evidence that 
#BoPo had higher growth in terms of body satisfaction than neutral.

In subsample b (i.e. comparison between #BoPo and #fitspo), body satisfaction 
showed a good fit to the LGM (SRMR = 0.051; CFI = 0.904; TLI = 0.898), 3.7% (n = 84) 
of observations were missing, and there was no mean (± SD) difference between groups 
at day 1 (#BoPo = 5.73 ± 1.72; #fitspo = 5.83 ± 1.71; p = .780). The lower part of Table 3 
shows the comparison between #BoPo and #fitspo. The group parameter was not statisti-
cally significant, reflecting a successful random assignment (Table 3). The time param-
eter showed a statistically significant growth of 1.41 for #fitspo (Table 3). The 
group × time parameter showed a true difference corresponding to 2.44 of growth for 
#BoPo. The random variance of time was not statistically significant, corresponding to 
an SD of 0.43. The random variance of residuals was high and statistically significant 
(Table 3). With these values, there was a high overlap (65.3%) and a high separation 
(74.2%). Overall, the high overlap and large residuals suggested similar rates of growth, 
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whereas true difference and high separation suggested that #BoPo had higher growth. 
Thus, concerning body satisfaction, #BoPo had higher growth than #fitspo with moder-
ate/strong evidence. H3 was partially supported (i.e. #BoPo and neutral showed no 
growth difference; #BoPo showed higher growth than #fitspo).

Results on appearance comparison

In subsample c (i.e. comparison between #fitspo and neutral), appearance comparison 
showed moderate fit to the LGM (SRMR = 0.059; CFI = 0.813; TLI = 0.801), there was 
no mean (± SD) difference at day 1 (#fitspo = 2.53 ± 1.16; neutral = 2.29 ± 1.05; p = .334), 
and 4% (n = 90) of observations were missing. Table 4 shows the results of multilevel 
regression for LGM appearance comparison as a function of exposure groups adjusted 
for daily Instagram use. The upper part of the table shows comparisons between #fitspo 
and neutral. The group parameter was not statistically significant, showing a successful 

Table 3.  Result of linear growth models of body satisfaction as a function of exposure groups 
adjusted for daily Instagram use.

Subsample Effect Parameter β (SE) p 95% CI

Lower Upper

a (#BoPo 
vs neutral)

Fixed Intercept 5.36 (0.22) .000 4.93 5.73
  Time 1.72 (0.14) .000 1.46 1.97
  Group 0.24 (0.31) .526 −0.37 0.86
  Group × Time 0.54 (0.17) .011 0.18 0.90
Random ([co-]
variances)

Intercept 1.72 (0.31) .000 1.11 2.33

  Time 0.15 (0.12) .233 −0.06 0.36
  Intercept and 

Time
0.18 (0.30) .491 −0.08 0.43

  Residual 1.35 (0.04) .000 1.27 1.44
b (#BoPo 
vs #fitspo)

Fixed Intercept 5.54 (0.20) .000 5.15 5.93
  Time 1.41 (0.13) .000 1.18 1.65
  Group 0.13 (0.27) .877 −0.42 0.68
  Group × Time 1.03 (0.17) .000 0.70 1.36
Random ([co-]
variances)

Intercept 1.38 (0.25) .000 0.87 1.89

  Time 0.08 (0.12) .626 −0.15 0.32
  Intercept and 

Time
0.19 (0.13) .081 −0.05 0.44

  Residual 1.32 (0.05) .000 1.24 1.40

CI: confidence interval; SE: standard error.
a (#BoPo vs neutral): subsample a for the comparison of participants exposed to body-positive Instagram 
content (#BoPo) and participants exposed to neutral content (neutral) (n = 81); b (#fitspo vs #BoPo): 
subsample b for the comparison of participants exposed to body-positive Instagram content (#BoPo) and 
participants exposed to fitspiration content (#fitspo) (n = 82).
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random assignment (Table 4). The time parameter showed a statistically significant 
growth of 1.48 for neutral (Table 4). The group × time parameter was statistically signifi-
cant, indicating no true difference corresponding to 2.05 growth for #fitspo. The random 
variance of time showed a statistically significant value with an SD of 0.73. The random 
variance of residuals showed a statistically significant low value (Table 4). With these 
values, there was a high overlap (68.1%) and a high separation (77.4%). Altogether, the 
high overlap and the absence of a true difference suggested similar rates of growth; the 
small residuals and the high separation suggested that #fitspo had higher growth. Thus, 
regarding appearance comparison, #fitspo had higher growth than neutral with moderate 
evidence.

In subsample b (i.e. comparison between #BoPo and #fitspo), appearance comparison 
showed a moderate fit to the LGM (SRMR = 0.057; CFI = 0.825; TLI = 0.814), there was 
no mean (± SD) difference at day 1 (#fitspo = 2.53 ± 1.16; #BoPo = 2.71 ± 1.51; p = .543), 
and 3.7% (n = 84) of the observations were missing. The lower part of Table 4 shows the 
comparison between #BoPo and #fitspo. The group parameter was not statistically sig-
nificant, consistent with a successful random assignment (Table 4). The time parameter 

Table 4.  Result of linear growth models of appearance comparison as a function of exposure 
groups adjusted for daily Instagram use.

Subsample Effect Parameter β (SE) p 95% CI

Lower Upper

c (#fitspo vs 
neutral)

Fixed Intercept 2.08 (0.15) .000 1.76 2.41
  Time 1.48 (0.12) .000 1.25 1.71
  Group 0.30 (0.22) .248 −0.15 0.75
  Group × Time 0.57 (0.17) .011 0.23 0.89
Random ([co-]
variances)

Intercept 0.98 (0.18) .000 0.66 1.31

  Time 0.53 (0.09) .000 0.35 0.70
  Intercept and Time −0.03 (0.10) .911 −0.20 0.14
  Residual 0.23 (0.16) .000 0.21 0.24

b (#fitspo vs 
#BoPo)

Fixed Intercept 2.54 (0.20) .000 2.16 2.92
  Time 0.63 (0.14) .000 0.33 0.93
  Group 0.19 (0.26) .596 −0.34 0.72
  Group × Time 1.42 (0.22) .000 1.00 1.85
Random ([co-]
variances)

Intercept 1.41 (0.23) .000 0.96 1.89

  Time 0.90 (0.16) .000 0.60 1.19
  Intercept and Time −0.06 (0.12) .711 −0.33 0.20
  Residual 0.30 (0.01) .000 0.28 0.31

CI: confidence interval; SE: standard error.
c (#fitspo vs neutral): subsample c for the comparison of participants exposed to fitspiration Instagram 
content (#fitspo) and participants exposed to neutral content (neutral) (n = 81); b (#fitspo vs #BoPo): 
subsample d for the comparison of participants exposed to fitspiration Instagram content (#fitspo) and 
participants exposed to body-positive content (#BoPo) (n = 82).
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showed a statistically significant growth of 0.63 for #BoPo (Table 4). The group × time 
parameter showed a true difference that corresponded to 2.05 growth in appearance com-
parison for #fitspo. The random variance of time was found to be statistically significant, 
corresponding to an SD of 0.95. The random variance of the residuals showed a low 
statistically significant value (Table 4). With these values, there was a low overlap 
(38.2%) and a high separation (61.8%). Overall, the low overlap, high separation, true 
difference, and small residuals suggested that #fitspo had higher growth. Briefly, con-
cerning appearance comparison, H4 was supported (i.e. #fitspo showed higher growth 
than neutral). Moreover, #fitspo had higher growth than #BoPo in terms of appearance 
comparison, showing strong evidence.

Discussion

The present study aimed to investigate the effect of daily viewing of body-positive and 
fitspiration Instagram images on mood, body satisfaction and appearance comparison 
engendered by exposure to pictures among young women. Young women exposed to 
body-positive images showed a higher growth of positive mood than those exposed to 
fitspiration and neutral pictures (H1 was supported). These findings are in line with Cohen 
et al. (2019a) and Serlin (2020). These findings are also consistent with those reported by 
the naturalistic study of Stevens and Griffiths (2020) which showed that exposure to 
body-positive was associated with increased levels of positive affect. Participants exposed 
to neutral and fitspiration contents showed a significant growth in positive mood also, 
although lower than in the group exposed to body-positive images. Growth in exposure to 
neutral content is consistent with Cohen et al. (2019a) and Velarde et al. (2007), whereas 
growth in exposure to fitspiration content is in contrast with the findings in the literature 
(Griffiths and Stefanovski, 2019). Given that participants did not just follow the assigned 
profile but were also asked to follow the most popular fitspiration hashtags, they may 
have been exposed to a whole range of other content based on those hashtags (e.g. those 
images accompanied by positive inspirational quotations) that enhanced positive mood. 
Indeed, content analyses of the fitspiration hashtags (e.g. Tiggemann and Zaccardo, 2018) 
have shown that a sizable number of images were overlaid with quotations that were 
largely positive, encouraging and sometimes considered wise.

Young women exposed daily to fitspiration content showed greater growth of nega-
tive mood than those exposed to body-positive content. Conversely, there was no differ-
ence in the growth of negative mood between participants exposed daily to fitspiration 
and neutral content (H2 was partially supported), which is consistent with previous lit-
erature (Krug et al., 2020; Sherlock and Wagstaff, 2019). Participants exposed to both 
neutral and fitspiration contents showed lower but statistically significant growth in 
negative mood, which is in contrast to Serlin (2020), who found no differences in post-
test negative mood across conditions (i.e. fitspiration, body-positive or appearance-
neutral Instagram images). Since it is the first time that prolonged exposure to 
body-positive, fitspiration and neutral contents was run on the Instagram platform, we 
can suppose that participants in the appearance-neutral condition, during their daily 
Instagram use, may also have followed other content (i.e. hashtags, posts or stories) that 
boosted negative moods.
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Participants exposed daily to body-positive content showed higher growth of body 
satisfaction than those exposed to fitspiration content, whereas no growth differences 
were observed when they were compared with those exposed to neutral content (H3 was 
partially supported). This is consistent with previous experimental results reported in the 
literature (Cohen et al., 2019a; Serlin, 2020) and with the ecological momentary assess-
ment study conducted by Stevens and Griffiths (2020), which found a positive effect of 
body-positive exposure on body satisfaction. Conversely, the low but statistically signifi-
cant growth observed in participants exposed to neutral and fitspiration images is in con-
trast with the literature (Cohen et al., 2019a; Griffiths and Stefanovski, 2019; Krug et al., 
2020; Serlin, 2020). The self-improvement motive for social comparison (see Helgeson 
and Mickelson, 1995) might explain the growth in body satisfaction among those exposed 
to fitspiration images. Building from social comparison theory, scholars affirmed that the 
extent and direction of the influence of media models on body perception vary depending 
on the motive for comparing oneself with models in the media (Halliwell and Dittmar, 
2005; Knobloch-Westerwick and Romero, 2011; Levine and Murnen, 2009; Martin and 
Gentry, 1997). In particular, when engaging in upwards comparison (i.e. the type of com-
parison most elicited by ideal body media exposure), two types of motives occur: (1) 
self-evaluation, the motivation highlighted by Festinger (1954) in his original theory, 
involves simply judging whether one’s own body resembles that in the idealized image 
and (2) self-improvement, which is the motivation and inspiration to improve oneself 
(Lockwood and Kunda, 1997). On one hand, self-evaluation comparison motivation is 
more likely to be responsible for the negative effect of idealized pictures on body image 
through experiencing self-ideal discrepancies and potential feelings of personal failure in 
achieving the beauty ideal. On the other hand, self-improvement comparison motivation 
could explain the positive effects of exposure to body ideals on body satisfaction (e.g. 
Halliwell and Dittmar, 2005; Holmstrom, 2004). It is possible that the increase in body 
satisfaction among the fitspiration group depends on the occurrence of self-improvement 
comparison motivation that counteracts the effect of the exposure to idealized images on 
body satisfaction, in accordance with previous studies (e.g. Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015; 
Rousseau and Eggermont, 2018; Veldhuis et al., 2017). Evaluating the different motives 
for comparison with models’ ideal bodies could help clarify the positive effects of fitspira-
tion pictures on both body image and positive mood.

Last, young women exposed to fitspiration images showed greater growth of appear-
ance comparison engendered by exposure to pictures than those exposed to neutral and 
body-positive pictures (H4 was supported). These findings are consistent with Tiggemann 
and Anderberg (2020) and Politte-Corn and Fardouly (2020), which affirmed that expo-
sure to idealized images leads to greater comparison and appearance dissatisfaction. The 
low but statistically significant growth observed in exposure to a body-positive picture is 
in line with the findings of Cohen et al. (2019a). The body-positive movement has been 
recently criticized for two main reasons: (1) a large amount of body-positive content 
actually depicts conventionally attractive and thin women (Cwynar-Horta, 2016) and (2) 
the focus is kept on appearance, since many of the body-positive images represent larger 
women in non-active and sometimes sensual poses and in revealing clothing, as well as 
with captions that make explicit references to aspects of appearance, such as ‘cellulite’, 
‘belly rolls’, ‘curvy’ and ‘fat’ (Cohen et  al., 2019b). Any focus on one’s appearance, 
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whether positive or negative, could lead individuals to make appearance-related com-
parisons. In support of this hypothesis, Tiggemann et al. (2020) found that viewing cap-
tions that encourage body acceptance, celebration and appreciation did not reduce social 
comparison. Moreover, Cohen et al. (2019a) found that although exposure to body-posi-
tive posts led to decreased body dissatisfaction and increased body appreciation, it also 
resulted in increased state self-objectification.

The present findings built upon previous research showing that following daily body-
positive Instagram content has positive effects on young women’s mood and body image 
also within a larger timeframe of exposure (every day for a 1-month period). This is 
important to ascertain how long lasting the effects of images are on individual’s body 
image in a more naturalistic and ecologically valid setting. In contrast, following daily 
fitspiration Instagram content has negative effects on young women’s mood and engages 
viewers in higher levels of appearance comparison. Moreover, regarding the effect of 
body-positive exposure, the present study extended the ecological validity of previous 
experimental results (Cohen et al., 2019a; Serlin, 2020) by utilizing an ESM methodol-
ogy via the Instagram platform, and expanded the internal validity of previous associa-
tional longitudinal results (Stevens and Griffiths, 2020).

The present study features several limitations. First, the sample was restricted to 
Italian young women. Although the sample size is quite large, the overall results may not 
be generalizable to different countries and cultures. Future research should investigate 
the effects on young women who frequently use social networking sites and are greatly 
influenced by prevailing beauty ideals (e.g. Salomon and Brown, 2019). Second, col-
lected data showed missing values in statistical analyses. However, multilevel regression 
analysis allows accurate parameter estimation within the presence of missing data 
(Muthén and Muthén, 2012). Third, mood and body satisfaction were evaluated via a 
C-VAS and not via self-report clinical instruments. However, it is the first experimental 
longitudinal study on Instagram providing evidence of the psychological effects of daily 
exposure to both body-positive and fitspiration posts. Future research should attempt to 
measure mood and body satisfaction via such clinical self-report measures. Fourth, par-
ticipants were required to attend to the images differently from the way they would 
interact with images in their daily lives. Exposing participants to view fitspiration/body-
positive images when they did not normally consume this type of content in their every-
day lives could be quite artificial and might diminish the ecological validity of the current 
study results. Relatedly, we controlled for time spent on Instagram, but we did not con-
trol for the type of Instagram use or, more broadly, social media use. This is an important 
shortcoming, as some individuals might be exposed, for example, to fitspiration content 
while in the body-positive condition. However, a habituation effect might occur among 
those who frequently use Instagram, potentially undermining the impact of daily expo-
sure to body-positive and fitspiration posts. In addition, those who frequently use 
Instagram might be exposed to higher doses of fitspiration or body-positive content. 
Therefore, one possibility for future studies could be to take under control the habitual 
frequency of fitspiration and body-positive content use.

The present study provides the first evidence of positive effects of daily exposure to 
body-positive content on Instagram using an experimental design, supporting the body-
positive movement’s intention to challenge unrealistic beauty ideals in favour of greater 
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