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Abstract: The fitness industry has transformed with technological advancements,
leading to the rise of fitspiration on social media, where users share motivational
fitness content. This phenomenon fosters a community but also raises concerns
related to body image, particularly for women, as per the objectification theory. This
study examines how fitness influencers, or fitfluencers, perceive their impact on their
audiences. While they aim to promote healthy lifestyles and counter misinformation,
they face challenges from negative online interactions and the pressure to present
idealized body types. Their content can inspire or intimidate followers, depending on
its framing. N = 5 Romanian fitfluencers were interviewed, revealing that their main
motivation is to combat misinformation in the fitness realm. They emphasize
promoting realistic health standards over unattainable ideals. Most reported
encountering negative feedback but highlighted that positive interactions drive their
continued engagement.

The findings suggest that while fitfluencers strive to guide their followers toward
healthier lifestyles, social media can yield both beneficial and harmful effects. The
study calls for further research on how fitness content influences audience behavior
and well-being, underscoring the complexity of fitfluencers’ roles in shaping
perceptions of health and fitness.
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PERCEPTIILE FITFLUENCER-ILOR DESPRE CREAREA DE
CONTINUT SI AUDIENTE

Rezumat: Industria de fitness s-a tranformat odata cu avansul tehnologic, generand o
amploare a fenomenului de fitspiration in social media, unde utilizatorii impartasesc
continut motivational despre fitness. Acest fenomen dezvoltd o comunitate, insa
genereaza si preocupari privind imaginea corporala, in special a femeilor, conform
teoriei obiectivarii. Acest studiu examineaza modul in care influencer-ii de fitness sau
fitfluencer-ii percep propriul impact asupra audientelor. in timp ce tintesc si
promoveze stiluri de viatd sandtoase si sa combata dezinformarea, se confrunta cu
provocari precum interactiuni negative online si presiunea de a prezenta tipuri de
corpuri idealizate. Continutul lor poate inspira sau intimida urmaritorii, in functie de
cadrajele utilizate. Au fost intervievati N = 5 fitfluenceri romani, care au dezvaluit ca
motivatia lor principala e aceea de a combate dezinformarea din domeniul fitnessului.
Promovarea standardelor de sanatate realiste in detrimentul idealurilor intangibile
este unul dintre scopurile lor principale. Majoritatea au raportat experiente de
feedback negative, dar au scos in evidenta ca interactiunile pozitive sunt cele ce stau la
baza angajamentului lor de a continua. Rezultatele indica cd, in timp ce fitfluencerii se
straduiesc sa 1si ghideze urmaritorii inspre stiluri de viatda mai sdndtoase, retelele
sociale pot genera efecte atat benefice, cat si daunatoare. Studiul pune accentul pe
nevoia unor cercetdri viitoare pentru a ilustra modul in care continutul despre fitness
influenteaza comportamentul si starea de bine a publicului, accentuand complexitatea
rolurilor fitfluencer-ilor in formarea perceptiilor despre sanatate si fitness.

Cuvinte-cheie: fitfluenceri, retele sociale, comportamente de sanatate, fitness, imagine
corporala.
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1. Introduction

Due to technological advancement, the fitness industry has
evolved both socially and technologically in recent years; now some
apps allow you to track your sleep, steps, and calories burned. This
data can be shared with friends on social platforms, and it is even
possible to compare your statistics to that of other people’st. The term
that defines this fitness activity on social media is called fitspiration
and combines fit, which stands for sport, health, and wellness, and
inspiration, translating the mental motivation for people to give their
best2. These posts usually feature pictures, videos, and descriptions
from the gym, but can also appear in other circumstances, with the
hashtag #fitspiration at the end. This creates a community and a
network, and people who are interested in the same thing can follow
each other via this hashtag. This community has grown so much in
recent years that every person, whether interested in sports, sees
these posts in their feed because the content creators have become
very famous3.

However, the objectification theory explains why these fitness
activities on social media can be problematic for both women and
men. At its core, this theory states that women are more likely to be
seen as objects to be criticized or coveted by others on social media,
especially when they post pictures of themselves at the gym or
working out?. In addition, social media has become a search engine for
information on sport, health and healthy eating, and in 2016 there
were over 7.8 million fitness-related posts on Instagrams5. Fitinspo or
#Fitspiration is seen more as a trend generally used by young women
to share their ideas, meals, workouts and body on social media. This is
done to get validation, compete with other people and body shapes,
get admiration, or even advise other women and people on what they
need to do to achieve a perfect bodys®.

This paper aims to identify fitness content creators’ perception
of their activity concerning how it influences their audience and
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clients; thus, we aim to illustrate how fitfluencers communicate and
build their communities. The research questions the present study
seeks to address are RQ1: How do fitness influencers perceive their
social media activity in relation to their audiences? and RQ2: How
do fitfluencers perceive the effects of social media upon their
clients?

2. Theoretical Background

Fitfluencers are online content creators who motivate followers
to lead an active and balanced lifestyle. However, they are sometimes
accused of playing a negative role on social media and in the lives of
their followers by making them feel inferior and insufficiently good or
attractive. Fitfluencers’ posts combine images, videos, and
motivational messages, whose impact may depend on what the
content expresses or the social media used?”. Studies have shown that
posts in the fitspiration category negatively push women to idealize a
certain body type, which can lead to mood swings or low self-esteems.
Posts that include a slim body type tend to lower self-esteem even
more than posts that show normal or muscular body types?®.

Fitfluencers positive influence on followers’ motivation works
only if they feel connected to the content creator and can identify with
them. The self-determination theory supports this by explaining
people’s motivation and behavior; intrinsic motives are based on
internal feelings, such as the desire to be healthy, happy, and in a good
mood through exercise, while extrinsic motives are based on external
factors, such as validation from other peoplel?. People, but especially
women, who exercise solely for extrinsic reasons suffer from the
negative effects of fitness, such as dissatisfaction with themselves,
frustration, comparison with other women, and even bulimia, anxiety
and depression. On the other hand, women who exercise for intrinsic
reasons are happy and satisfied with their bodies and lead a balanced
and healthy lifestylell.

Fitfluencer posts can have negative and positive effects on
people, depending on how the images, videos, and descriptions are
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framed. A positive image with a positive description can motivate
women to work out, but an image that objectifies and sexualizes the
influencer, even if it has a positive description, can be interpreted as
negative. This shows that the description attached to an image or
video does not influence the followers’ perception, only the audio-
video content disseminated?2.

One study showed that images featuring the physical appearance
of content creators increased followers’ self-esteem and motivation to
exercise, as opposed to posts in which the fitfluencers were fully
clothed or from non-fitness backgrounds. An important aspect is that
fitfluencers tend to demotivate people by showing off their physical
condition rather than motivating them; showing off a fit body does not
encourage women to change their lives, but rather intimidates them13.

One disadvantage that fitfluencers face is cyberbullying, defined
by negative comments, aggression, and even verbal harassment on
social medial4. Influencers on social media are exposed to a large and
direct network of people and networking, thus enhancing the
likelihood of being offended due to their online activities or
appearance. Looking at the impact of offensive messages on
influencers, among whom some were fitfluencers, they are most likely
to receive multiple offensive messages about their activities or
appearance, with a percentage of over 76% of participants, followed
by sexual harassment. Less than 1 in 10 participants stated they never
received offensive or insulting messages. Men reported receiving more
negative messages than females. Influencers cited feelings of anxiety,
depression, nervousness, and even the cessation of their online
activities as effects of these messages. Over 80% of participants said
they had turned down offers to work with well-known companies for
fear of being judged by their followers or non-followers. Due to
negatively connotated messages, they reported suffering from body
dysmorphia, low self-esteem, the desire to edit their photos to look
unrealistically good, as well as objectification, namely feeling like they
are viewed as a product, especially by companies15.

The positive impact influencers have on social media is the
reason why they are in this profession. Fitfluencers can build their
network where they can motivate and provide valuable information
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on topics such as health, sport, and balance. The activity provides
freedom of expression, creative freedom, and flexible scheduling.
People have different reasons why they follow certain influencers,
including liking the content creator, appreciating their work, valuing
the information or behavior, and the way they present themselves on
social media. There are a few main motivations for people to follow
online influencers: authenticity, consumption, inspiration and
motivation, but also envy!6. An important factor in the relationship
between influencers and audience consists of trust and credibility, and
the need for human social presence can explain the level of trust
placed in influencers by their followers??.

A study conducted in Romania with users of various ages showed
a positive influence of online content creators, as participants stated
that they believe them, find them relevant and up-to-date, and that
they provide useful information that contributes to long-term
relationships8. Therefore, content that is relevant, trustworthy and
appealing to the audience is valued by followers. The high
trustworthiness of the influencer strengthens this relationship and
contributes to long-term relationships between influencers and their
subscribers?°.

3. Method

The interview method is a valuable research approach because it
enables qualitative data to be collected on various topics as it can be
linked directly to a source. The expert interview approach was
employed to serve the purpose of this study. This type of interview
enables qualitative data collection and is a valuable information
source. Another advantage of this type of research is the possibility of
finding direct answers to various topics that are more or less taboo or
unconventional. Expert interviews can be conducted on any topic, with
the interviewee and interviewer playing the main role, and an open
discussion29.

Therefore, the interview method for this study was conducted in
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spring 2024 with five fitfluencers in Romania, ranging from micro-
influencers with less than 10,000 followers to macro-influencers with
more than 100,000 followers online, who voluntarily agreed to
contribute their perspectives about fitness on social media. The
interview consisted of open-ended questions about their online
activity, and each interviewee shared their personal experience and
perspective. The perspective they offer on the topic is valuable for this
study, as it supports previous findings and helps shape an image of the
relationship influencers develop with their audiences. The interview
was structured based on previous research, tackling issues such as
their motivation to create content, their own online behavior, and
positive and negative effects of social media upon themselves and
reported by their clients.

For the data analysis of the interview outputs, a thematic
analysis?! was employed. In chronological order of carrying out the
interviews, the N = 5 influencers are Ovidiu Buzea, Mihai Bogorin,
Sarah Zadeh, Teodora Briceanu, and Marius Mitrache. A short
narrative description of their background and social media presence
precedes the data analysis, based on their own accounts in the opening
of the interviews. Ovidiu Buzea is a personal trainer from Brasov. He
started his business online out of a desire to motivate other people
and provide relevant information. At the time of the interview, he had
a total of 3,000 followers on Instagram, 60% of whom were female. In
terms of age, 42% of his followers were between 18 and 24 years old
and 47% were between 25 and 34 years old. Mihai Bogorin is a
personal trainer, also from Brasov, but also active in bodybuilding; he
claimed, at the time of the interview, that his online activities were
born out of a desire to promote himself and disseminate accurate and
helpful information. At the time of the interview, he had a total of
12,000 followers on Instagram, of which over 52% were female. In
terms of age category, Mihai Bogorin tends to target people in the 25-
34 age group, and he also belongs to this group with a share of around
40% of his followers.

To gain more diverse insights into fitfluencer communication, as
well as to identify differences between genders, interviews were also
conducted with women. Sarah Zadeh is a personal trainer from
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Bucharest who is also an influencer on TikTok and Instagram. She
stated in the interview that social media is the best platform for
promotion and advertising as all her collaborations are earned from
there. At the time of the interview, she had over 35,000 followers on
Instagram and over 100,000 likes on TikTok. Sarah Zadeh stated that
she only targets women and only collaborates with women, which is
evident from her Instagram shares. Also, most of her followers are
represented by women, with 62% of the total, but in terms of age, the
two interest categories are the same as in the case of her male
counterparts, so in total 80% of people who follow her are in the 18-
34 age category. Teodora Briceanu works in Sibiu, both online and as a
personal trainer, and has a community on TikTok and Instagram. She
focuses on funny content from the gym, but also on posting various
healthy recipes or promoting veganism. Teodora Briceanu, like Sarah
Zadeh, mainly targets women and claims to create content specifically
for her gender, which is also reflected in the Tools for Creators option
on Instagram. Among 77,000 followers on Instagram at the time of the
interview, around 73% were female. She particularly targets the 24 to
34-year-old generation, holding a 41% share of their total followers.

The last interview was conducted with Marius Mitrache, a
professional bodybuilder who also lives in Sibiu. He was also a
personal trainer, but he declared to have given up this activity a long
time ago to devote himself entirely to the online networks that he
successfully owns and nurtures. Marius Mitrache is active on
Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, and Facebook. What makes him
distinctive is that he promotes bodybuilding with a vegan approach,
offers information from specific sources on each product, and
maintains many partnerships. At the time of the interview, his
Instagram page had over 100,000 followers, of which 73% were men.
In terms of age category, Marius Mitrache is 35 years old, and his
target audience roughly matches his age, as over 45% of his followers
are in the 25 to 34-year-old age group. Each of the five fitfluencers
answered the questions posed both via phone and email, according to
their preferred way of contributing to this study.
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4. Findings and Discussion

In terms of what motivated them to become influencers on
Instagram and TikTok, all five interviewees emphasized that their
main goal was not to create content. However, as the market was
flooded with misinformation and supposedly magical solutions for
losing weight, they felt the need to provide more accurate information
and help their followers who wanted to change their lifestyle to set
realistic goals and motivate them to develop a healthy lifestyle instead
of following unhealthy or ineffective diets. Marius Mitrache expressed
his educational purpose this way: “fitness was a pretty big area with a
lot of misinformation when I started out in 2016. Since I am a person
with extensive knowledge and this is my profession, I wanted to educate
people.”

Regarding editing the photos posted on social media, the
fitfluencers interviewed said that they would only edit the saturation
of their photos to improve image quality. Sarah Zadeh was the only
one who admitted that she had used filters to edit her body shape and
still edited her face: “I used to work on my body shape before I went to
the gym for the perfect physique in women. I also slimmed my waist and
so on. Now I only work on my face.”

To show the results of their work and post photos with their
clients, most of them explained that they did not agree to publish their
clients’ body shapes as they did not see this as their merit as personal
trainers, but as the clients’ drive to change. The only fitfluencer who
accepted and used this type of content was Teodora Briceanu, claiming
that she posted content on her clients daily with their consent because
they liked to be filmed and because she found this type of content
motivating.

The study also investigated whether the fitfluencers only
promoted ideal body figures and the perfect figure trend or realistic
figures as well. The perfect figure is an active trend on social networks
that promotes slimmer bodies for women and more muscular bodies
for men. However, these body types do not support physical and
mental health, only a desirable physique22. The perfect appearance of
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people was therefore an important point in the discussion. All five
fitfluencers emphasized in their answers that there was no such thing
as a perfect physique and that they advocated that people should
strive for their best shape and look the way they want, while staying
healthy and living a healthy lifestyle. Mihai Bogorin stated it so: “I
don't promote a certain silhouette, I promote wellness and health, which
generally goes hand in hand with a 'fit' silhouette, but it's not
mandatory. Every person is different.”

The interview also explored whether the fitness content creators
only promoted tested and trusted products or whether they also
promoted lower-quality products based on commercial contracts. All
five stated that they only promoted high-quality companies and
products and worked with products or brands that they used daily and
were part of their lives. Some examples of companies are Vitabolic,
MyProtein, Gymbeam as well as Alpro and Aivea, as far as Marius
Mitrache and Teodora Briceanu are concerned, who mentioned that
they were vegans and promoted products without animal origins.
Regarding untested products and their promotion, only Mihai Bogorin
and Marius Mitrache declared having done so, with skincare products
or applications, but both claimed that they could not remember the
names of the said companies or products.

Explaining the phenomenon of body positivity, the fitfluencers
said they advocated for everyone to feel comfortable in their skin, to
have self-confidence, and to live a healthy life and that they would
never advocate for an unhealthy lifestyle or obesity.

The social movement on Instagram and TikTok known as
#bodypositivity aims to support every body type and person,
regardless of physical aspects such as skin color, height or weight23.
The only person who disagreed with this movement was Mihai
Bogorin, who expressed his opinion that this movement could be very
harmful and negatively motivate people not to be active and not to
take care of their bodies: “In my opinion, this social movement does
nothing but encourage obese people not to exercise, not to take care of
themselves and to live the same unhealthy lifestyle as before. I cannot
support that.”

One question that was asked to all but Marius Mitrache, as he was
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the only one of the interviewees who does no longer work as a
personal trainer since becoming a fitfluencer, was whether social
media had helped them attract clients to the gym. The four fitfluencers
answered positively to this question, but Sarah Zadeh and Teodora
Briceanu stated that they attracted their clients exclusively online, as it
was an excellent platform for advertising, and not through other
channels.

In recent years, influencers have become a powerful subject of
study, both psychologically and in terms of the quality and quantity of
their posts. Just as content creators can have positive and negative
effects on their followers, the latter can have the same effects on
influencers’ activities in the online world. For this reason, the
following questions focused solely on the relationship with their
followers and whether they ever received offensive messages about
their online image, the products they promoted, or the information
they posted. Their answers substantiated that people who create
content are also affected by negative messages. All respondents
received many such messages from people they did not know, judging
their physique, appearance, and even what they advertised and
endorsed. When asked how they reacted to such messages, there were
different answers. Ovidiu Buzea, for example, said that he deleted all
negative messages, Sarah Zadeh said that she blocked people who
offended her, and Marius Mitrache said that over time he learned not
to read these kinds of messages, saying that “on TikTok I never read
messages, and on Instagram very rarely. It doesn't affect me anymore
because I know who I am, how much I've learned and how hard I've
worked for my experience.”

As for the balance between good and bad reactions or online
interactions, the next question aimed to find out whether the positive
messages they received motivated them. They stated that positive
news was the reason why they continued to work online. Sarah Zadeh
confirmed, saying that “yes, it makes me very emotional and that's the
reason why I keep posting.”

The slimming ideal, or #Thinspiration on Instagram and TikTok,
encourages women in general to lose as much weight as possible and
become as thin as possible, leading to anorexia. This effect, which is
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promoted in the modelling industry, in magazines, on television and
especially on social media, has serious and dangerous negative effects
on women'’s self-confidence24 Over the years, numerous studies on
this topic have shown the negative impact this effect can have on
women, from minor effects such as on their self-esteem to more
dangerous effects on health, such as anorexia, bulimia, and even
suicide?5. These negative effects on people are becoming increasingly
visible and dangerous online. Therefore, the following questions
focused on this topic to find whether personal fitfluencers faced such
issues or if they were contacted by followers to ask them for help with
such problems. As for Teodora and Sarah Zadeh, answers were
positive, but in the case of Marius Mitrache, Ovidiu Buzea and Mihai
Bogorin, they had not experienced such thoughts but had been
contacted by clients with eating problems and self-confidence issues.
As for Sarah, she explained that she had suffered from both body
dysmorphia and eating disorders. Marius Mitrache, on the other hand,
confessed not to be an expert in this field; if a client were to come to
him with such problems, he would further refer them to specialized
help. Furthermore, all five influencers repeatedly raised the issue of
misinformation online, a common phenomenon that endangers
followers’ physical and mental health. Teodora Briceanu said that “the
reason I started posting online was in hopes of providing valid and
accurate information in the midst of so many lies and misinformation.”

This study aimed to also find out whether people with higher
education are seen as more prone to eating disorders, an unhealthy
lifestyle, or very low self-confidence. The experts explained seeing no
connection in this respect, as people with no higher education but who
work in toxic environments can be just as affected by these symptoms
as people with a degree. The last question of the interview aimed to
find out what the key to success was for fitfluencers. The answers
pointed to the idea that to be successful online, one needs will,
ambition, honesty, naturalness, truth, documentation, and a lot of
ambition. The interviewees declared spending between one and three
hours preparing online material.

Revista de Filosofie Aplicatd, Volume 7, Issues 12-13 (Winter 2024) 71



Mirela Abrudan, Elena Marin Fitfluencers’ perceptions of content creation

5. Conclusions

The interview data analysis combined with previous findings
allowed us to understand how fitness influencers perceive their social
media activity in relation to their audiences and how fitfluencers
perceive the effects of social media upon their clients. None of the
interviewees started out aiming to become a fitfluencer, but rather
from a desire to provide more accurate information online and help
people lead a healthier lifestyle; in terms of their online content, the
use of editing techniques by influencers to change the way they look is
scarce, and they are not in favor of showing their clients online as a
form of advertising. No fitfluencer stated to be in favor of advertising
ideal bodies or unreliable or untested products, showing an ethical
approach to their online influencer activity. Moreover, social media
was found to generate negative experiences among fitfluencers and
their audiences yet could not attest a connection between their clients’
level of education and actual health behaviors. More research is
needed to elucidate how content promoted by fitness influencers
affects behavior among their communities, but this case study furthers
knowledge and provides new avenues for future research.
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