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Abstract

Research on women’s body image has often focused on the potential harms associated
with engaging with health and fitness content on Instagram. Recently, scholars have
turned their attention to exploring women’s agency in relation to social media to
examine how particular groups of individuals participate in the curation of their online
worlds in pursuit of a positive body image. In particular, we consider the experiences
of specific racial groups who are interacting with what some claim are ‘whitewashed’
and algorithmically biased digital environments. We aim to contribute to this enquiry
by drawing on semi-structured interviews and ‘content elicitation’ with 32 Chinese
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Canadian women who were invited to describe their experiences with health and fitness
content on Instagram. We found that our participants displayed a heightened awareness
of algorithmic bias and in response, attempted to actively ‘train’ their algorithms to
provide content that reflected greater bodily diversity.

Keywords
Agency, algorithms, body image, content elicitation, fitness culture, Instagram, race,
social media

Introduction

Much of the current research on body image and social media is underpinned by a logic
of ‘risk’ and ‘exposure’, focusing on the internal mechanisms through which the con-
sumption of certain media may impact body image and well-being (Danthinne et al.,
2022; Fioravanti et al., 2022; Sanzari et al., 2023). Scholars have also begun to explore
the ways in which social media users actively curate their social media worlds by ‘unfol-
lowing’, muting and blocking content that they feel contributes to a negative body image,
as well as actively seeking out content that supports a more positive body image'
(Hockin-Boyers et al., 2021; Greene et al., 2022; Mahoney, 2022; Tylka et al., 2023).
These studies aim to move beyond simply examining the perceived harms of consuming
certain content, instead advancing a more nuanced framework that better accounts for
women’s agency in their social media use and its relationship to body image. In short,
this research asks; rather than passively absorbing social media content, how do women
actively and critically engage with what they encounter online- and how does this, in
turn, shape their everyday behaviours on social media, such as scrolling past, (un)follow-
ing, ‘liking’ or intentionally searching for content? Given the participatory benefits social
media platforms may provide in contrast to ‘traditional’ media forms (Jenkins et al.,
2016), a greater focus on agency may be especially helpful in understanding body image
experiences in selected contemporary media landscapes.

While research on body image in social media increasingly recognizes the role of
agency in shaping users’ experiences, there remains an opportunity to explore how
minoritized identities may shape women’s experiences online in specific ways, particu-
larly how they understand and interact with social media algorithms. Although the num-
ber of studies at the intersection of body image, race, and social media use are increasing
(DeBraganza and Hausenblas, 2010; Opara and Santos, 2019; Ward et al., 2023), much
of the existing research has primarily focused on the experiences of white, college-aged
female subjects (Harriger et al., 2023; Perloff, 2014; Rodgers et al., 2022). This overem-
phasis on one particular type of experience is largely due to the frequent use of conveni-
ence sampling among college populations. Harriger et al. (2023) note, for example, that
minority racial and ethnic groups, such as East Asian women, are chronically underrep-
resented in studies of body image. Exploring how gender and race intersect as women
actively navigate social media environments is thus important, since digital scholars
exploring racial issues have consistently pointed to the ways in which racial biases and
stereotypes become embedded and amplified through social media algorithms (Benjamin,
2019; Bishop, 2025; Epps-Darling, 2020; Noble, 2018). In this sense, the experiences of
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racially minoritized groups,” who may be interacting with ‘whitewashed’ and algorithmi-
cally biased digital environments, may provide new insights to the body image field.’

To address this gap, our study examines the social media experiences of Chinese
Canadian women, who have often been described as a ‘visible minority’ in Canada (Jette
et al., 2014). According to current census data, Chinese Canadians make up 4.7% of the
Canadian population, with substantially higher population rates in certain municipalities
(Statistics Canada, 2024). In Canada, the Chinese population is a linguistically and cul-
turally diverse group that consists of individuals with an array of backgrounds and expe-
riences, ranging from recent immigrants to those whose families have contributed to the
fabric of Canada for generations. Despite their significance as a diaspora group and rela-
tive visibility in Canadian society, little is known about how Chinese Canadians are
represented on Western social media platforms like Instagram. Notably, these platforms
are not governed by principles of proportional representation, but by algorithmic systems
shaped by popularity metrics, commercial interests and user engagement patterns. This
makes it especially important to explore how Chinese Canadian women experience and
interpret algorithmic visibility, particularly in relation to representation and body image,
as their voices are currently underrepresented in the existing body image literature
(Harriger et al., 2023).

With regard to the type of content through which we explore body image and algo-
rithmic injustice, our focus is on health and fitness content on Instagram. We define
this broadly as posts, stories, or reels that promote physical activity, nutritional prac-
tices, body-related aesthetics or wellness routines. This genre has attracted sustained
scholarly attention in body image research, particularly due to the popularity of ‘fit-
spiration’® content and its frequently reported negative effects on body image, self-
esteem and mood (Drummond and Tiggemann, 2017; Jerénimo and Carraga, 2022;
Slater et al., 2017). Characterized by highly aesthetic and normative presentations of
gendered body ideals, most notably the ‘slim-thick’> feminine aesthetic (McComb
and Mills, 2022), health and fitness content offer fertile ground for investigating how
minoritized women engage with and negotiate body image and belonging in digital
environments. This content focus also aligns with the interdisciplinary orientation of
the research team, whose expertise spans kinesiology, body studies and the sociohis-
torical analysis of physical cultures.

Since body image is a complex construct that is grounded in a person’s broader iden-
tity (Gahler et al., 2023; Keigan et al., 2024), it is helpful to consider how racialized
women make sense of body image and body belonging in digital health and fitness
spaces, especially where they may not see their own identities reflected in a way that
appeals to them. Moreover, research has yet to explore whether and to what extent
women deliberately ‘seek out” health and fitness practices that may align with their racial
and ethnic identity and to what extent this is a conscious practice. By engaging with a
sample of Chinese Canadian women, an underrepresented population in body image
studies, we sought to gain new insights concerning women’s agency in shaping their
social worlds. In the following sections, we first explore media research on the inequali-
ties embedded in social media algorithms and users’ interpretations of these systems. We
then shift focus to user agency, examining literature on the productive and curatorial
strategies that social media users employ.
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Algorithms and inequalities

Algorithms can be viewed as digital tools used to ‘answer (and enact) the question, what
should be made visible, and to whom?’ (Bishop, 2019: 2590). In the context of health and
fitness content on Instagram, this translates to decisions about which bodies and health
practices are promoted or prioritized for visibility among users. Algorithms are a defin-
ing aspect of social media architecture, yet making any sort of truth claim about algo-
rithms is difficult, given that the technical logics of these decision-making entities are
not in the public domain (Andersen, 2020; Bishop, 2019). Algorithms are typically
referred to as ‘black boxes’ that can be analysed only in terms of their inputs and outputs
(Ananny and Crawford, 2018; Christin, 2020). As a result, social researchers tend to look
to the accounts of everyday users to explore how algorithmic processes are experienced
and theorized, rather than focusing upon the technical attributes of algorithms (Bishop,
2019; Bucher, 2017; Schellewald, 2022).

Variously called ‘algorithmic imaginaries’ (Bucher, 2017), ‘algorithmic gossip’
(Bishop, 2019), ‘folk theories of algorithms’ (Ytre-Arne and Moe, 2021) and ‘stories
of algorithms’ (Schellewald, 2022), this arena of scholarship emphasizes the notion of
‘algorithms as culture’, which seeks to define algorithms ‘not through their inside, so
to speak, but rather along their outside edges, the ways in which they are integrated
into society and the lives of individuals encountering them’ (Schellewald, 2022: 2). In
this sense, while algorithms are designed to have a naturalistic, even inevitable feeling,
what Boulton and Zook (2013) refer to as ‘the duplicity of code’ (p. 440), they have
subtle yet perceptible impacts on the various experiences of social media, which users
are able to reflect upon, create stories about and strategize around. Low et al. (2025)
contend that the algorithm’s dynamicity is ‘part of what makes them invisible — or
rather, forgettable — for most users. It is mainly when something is amiss that users
notice the presence of algorithms’ (p. 2339). What remains relatively underexplored,
however, is whether this sense of something being ‘amiss’ — the moment when the
algorithm becomes visible — varies depending on a user’s identity and their perceived
visibility within these digital spaces.

Identifying how algorithms sift through and ‘throw up’ certain images and bodies
over others is clearly essential to understanding minoritized women’s experiences of
health and fitness content on Instagram, and its impact on body image. As research by
digital scholars demonstrates, inequalities and racial biases are amplified by algorithms,
which have been observed to privilege discourses that reproduce harmful stereotypes or
inaccurate information (Benjamin, 2019; Epps-Darling, 2020; Noble, 2018; Riccio et al.,
2024). For example, in her article on how artists strategically navigate the ‘platformisa-
tion’ of art worlds, Bishop (2025) shared how one artist noticed that her portraiture of
light skinned Black women was more visible and favoured by the algorithm over her
portraiture of dark skinned women. Bishop (2025) argues that algorithmic systems ‘facil-
itate the discrimination of women of colour through automated forms of (mis)identifica-
tion and overzealous moderation that, together, reduces their visibility” (p. 2114). This
underscores the importance of interrogating how algorithmic processes shape what types
of bodies are surfaced or suppressed, particularly for racialized women. In the context of
our study, this framing helps situate Chinese Canadian women’s experiences within
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broader conversations about digital (in)visibility, algorithmic bias and the everyday
negotiations required to claim space in aestheticized, racially coded fitness environments
online.

It has also been argued that algorithms seek to reinforce white, male, heteronormative
and neurotypical ways of engaging socially (Bishop, 2021; Goodman, 2020). Hence, the
racially biased nature of algorithms is symbiotic with wider societal prejudices in that it
informs and is informed by existing ‘naturally occurring’ racial bias (Benjamin, 2019).
In this sense, as users’ experiences become entangled with algorithms (Gillespie, 2014),
existing racial prejudices can be learned by platforms —a logic which, over time, becomes
embedded, reproduced and spread.

The commercial nature of these digital platforms, which profit from promoting con-
tent that engages users and encourages them to generate more clicks and views, lies at the
heart of perpetuating such inequalities (Noble, 2018). As Van Dijck (2013) notes, ‘popu-
larity is not simply out there, ready to be measured: it is, rather, engineered through
algorithms that prompt users to rank things, ideas, or people in relation to other things,
ideas, or people’ (p. 62). In this sense, social media’s ‘attention economy’ is highly rel-
evant to discussions of body image on social media (Van Dijck, 2013), where white, thin,
able-bodied and heteronormative body ideals may be coded as potentially more ‘com-
mercially successful” or ‘popular’ on platforms like Instagram and are therefore pro-
moted by the algorithm over non-conforming or racially othered bodies® (Carah and
Dobson, 2016; Williams, 2021). The privileging of whiteness in this context aligns with
what Epps-Darling (2020) describes as ‘technological microaggressions’, subtle, algo-
rithmically driven forms of exclusion that reinforce systemic inequalities through plat-
form design. Although there has been important work in the body image field that points
to the significance of platform algorithms in shaping social media users’ experiences of
body image and body belonging (Griffiths et al., 2024; Gurtala and Fardouly, 2023;
Harriger et al., 2023; Joiner et al., 2023), we contend that more attention is needed to
locate these experiences within the broader, commercially driven and algorithmically
curated media landscape.

Algorithms and agency

Research on women’s interactions with health and fitness content on social media has
traditionally been dominated by psychological frameworks that tend to measure body
image as a response to media exposure (Danthinne et al., 2022; Fioravanti et al., 2022;
Sanzari et al., 2023). As Rich (2024) observes, ‘body disaffection is often framed as the
“effect” of a causal relationship between simply viewing an image and the development
of low self-esteem’ (p. 702). However, recent media scholarship has aimed to add nuance
to these perspectives, stressing the importance of understanding how women engage
with social media platforms and their algorithms in complex and agentic ways (Coffey,
2021; Rich, 2024). In what follows, we examine the literature on these agentic approaches
and consider its constraints.

Social media is a participatory medium (Jenkins et al., 2016). When women encoun-
ter health and fitness content on these platforms, they have a broad range of possible
options for engagement. These include what Picone et al. (2019) describe as ‘small acts
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of engagement’ — such as liking, sharing or commenting, and what Rose (2016) refers to
as ‘friction’, the subtle, sometimes resistant interactions users have with digital content.
For example, users can like, resist, unfollow, share, scroll past or mute this content,
depending on their interpretations of its meaning or reflections on its possible impact on
well-being following repeated exposure. As agentic beings, social media users can strate-
gize around algorithms to shape their own online environments (Adams et al., 2020;
Bishop, 2019; Kapsch, 2022). In this regard, social media users do more with algorithms
than create stories or share theories about their inner workings; they also engage with
them in productive ways to achieve specific ends.

Of particular relevance to this study is the extensive body of literature examining digi-
tal curation practices (Hockin-Boyers and Clifford-Astbury, 2021; Hockin-Boyers et al.,
2021; Davis, 2017; Fotopoulou and Couldry, 2015), which can be conceptualized as the
practice of selecting ‘that which is relevant, ignore, or marginalize that which is less so,
and make such decisions — though often subconsciously — based upon definitions of the
situation, and definitions of the stimuli themselves’ (Davis, 2017: 771). Such engage-
ment entails a dynamic interplay between user agency and algorithmic systems, with
users actively shaping, organizing and managing digital content in ways that reflect their
values, aspirations, and desires. Practices like hash-tagging, blocking, muting, selecting
and sharing posts, and cultivating aesthetic cohesion within social media feeds function
as curatorial acts that can grant users a sense of ownership and control over their digital
environments (Merten, 2021). These acts also reveal how digital curation is both a means
of personal expression and a navigation of platform logic designed to prioritize certain
forms of visibility and interaction.

One of the more comprehensively theorized forms of agentic engagement with
algorithms is found in the field of influencer’ studies, which conceptualizes this
engagement as a form of ‘digital labour’ (Bishop, 2021; Ferrari and Graham, 2021).
For influencers, maintaining visibility and consistent engagement is crucial for their
financial success and professional viability. As a result, understanding how to ‘game’
or strategically interact with algorithms becomes an ongoing project requiring a blend
of diligence, adaptability, and technological savvy (Cotter, 2019). This form of labour
often involves monitoring changes in platform algorithms and adapting content strate-
gies to align with shifting priorities. Davis (2017) refers to this kind of curation as
‘productive curation’, concerned with the presentation of the self and visibility man-
agement. However, as this study primarily explores how Chinese Canadian women
navigate content produced by others, we are more interested in ‘consumptive cura-
tion’; a practice through which ‘networked individuals navigate pools of data in dis-
criminating ways’ (Davis, 2017: 773).

Yet, as feminist materialist scholars argue, user agency is complicated by the notion
that platforms themselves are productive and somewhat agentic entities, determining
how users engage (through their affordances), and nudging them to consume and behave
in various ways (Coffey, 2021; Rich, 2024). As Van Dijck (2013) aptly contends, ‘a plat-
form is not a thing; it makes things happen’ (p. 180). In this regard, algorithms seek to
not only predict user preferences, but shape them. Lazer et al. (2024) call this process
‘agency hacking’, whereby information or content may become ‘appealing in such a way
that it undermines priorities set by the individual’ (p. 749). Thus, while users do possess
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some degree of agency in relation to social media, their agency is somewhat constrained
by wider factors such as the platforms’ affordances and architectures, including, but not
limited to, its algorithm. This article adds to the growing body of research on social
media users’ interactions with algorithms by exploring how minoritized women perceive
health and fitness content on Instagram and navigate their own sense of agency within
these algorithmic structures.

Methods

This project piloted a new qualitative method, coined by the authors as ‘content elicita-
tion’. The method follows the photo-elicitation tradition by asking participants to collect
visual artefacts that might stimulate discussion and establish shared meaning (Hackshaw-
McGeagh et al., 2018). However, instead of photos ‘found’ or taken on cameras, content
elicitation in this study asks for insight into participants’ everyday social media feeds
using a taken-for-granted feature of the app; direct messenger. Participants were asked to
send health and fitness content® they encountered in their everyday Instagram use and
direct message any content that engendered a positive or negative reaction to the lead
researchers’ alias Instagram account. At the end of the week, the lead author conducted
semi-structured interviews over Zoom with each participant to discuss their engage-
ments with health and fitness content on Instagram and to go through and discuss the
content they had sent over the previous week.

Our use of content elicitation in this study draws on methodologies such as social
media ‘walk-through’ approaches (Light et al., 2018) and visual curation techniques
(Persohn, 2021), where participants are invited to actively guide the research process
through a ‘show and tell’ format. This method foregrounds participants’ own insights and
experiences, facilitating an interactive, participant-driven exploration of their digital
environments. We found this approach particularly valuable for capturing the unique,
subjectively curated ‘corners’ of the Internet that participants inhabit. Whereas relying
on pre-existing labels to define health and fitness content (e.g. ‘fitspiration’) risks flat-
tening the diversity of content experiences on social media, content elicitation placed the
emphasis on participants themselves to define what constituted health and fitness con-
tent, including its boundaries, intersections and points of overlap with adjacent catego-
ries such as wellness, mental health and self-improvement.

It is noteworthy that while this method was operationalized to explore participants’
social media ‘worlds’ in the context of health and fitness, our approach also has utility in
exploring any number of digital content types. Furthermore, although we piloted the
method on Instagram due to its existing affordances (the direct messenger feature and
algorithmically generated ‘feed”), it could also be used ‘cross-platform’. For example,
one might use the messenger feature of TikTok, X or the ‘pin’ feature of Pinterest to cre-
ate a collection of content on a specific theme.

While this method is virtual in the sense that it is a digitization of a traditional research
method (photo-elicitation) (Venturini et al., 2018), we also suggest that by virtue of the
creative re-purposing of existing platform affordances (Instagram’s feed, algorithm and
direct messenger feature), it is more usefully categorized as ‘natively digital’ (Rogers,
2013). The ‘DM’ (direct message) is a commonly used social feature of the platform,
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allowing users to share content and converse with friends. Operationalizing this feature
for research purposes enables us to effectively ‘follow the medium’ in a way that feels
natural and is complementary to the user’s everyday social media use (Rogers, 2013),
thus reducing the time/effort burden of data collection for participants.

In practical terms, health and fitness content were sent over the course of a week via
DM to the lead researcher’s alias Instagram account, which served as an effective ‘digital
base’ for data collection. Collecting social media content via DM enabled timestamped
data to be collected in one place (the lead researcher’s inbox); hence, during interviews,
the lead researcher could refer back to this inbox to find and discuss the content shared.
Given that the focus of this article was the participants’ strategic navigation of Instagram
rather than the content itself, data from the content elicitation exercise (Instagram posts)
have not been included in our findings.

Following a week of content elicitation, the lead researcher conducted semi-struc-
tured interviews in English® with participants over Zoom, typically lasting 1-2hours.
Since data collection took place from April to May 2021, a time when Canadian prov-
inces were in various phases of COVID-19 lockdown, all interviews were conducted
online. In a way, conducting online interviews resonated with the project’s objectives,
which were to explore the online worlds of a diasporic group. The research team, com-
prising members from various continents, also convened solely through digital plat-
forms, rendering the project quintessentially digital in nature. A notable limitation was
the occasional technical issue, such as poor sound quality or unstable Internet connec-
tions. One advantage of conducting online interviews was the ability to recruit partici-
pants from across Canada, including any territory or province, although most were from
British Columbia and Ontario.

Content elicitation was used with interviews to create a sense of shared understanding
about the highly personal and individualized nature of Chinese Canadian women’s
engagement with health and fitness spaces on Instagram. Combining these methods ena-
bled us to achieve a sense of the participants’ social media environments, as well as their
personal reflections on how they navigate and interpret this digital space. At the start of
the content elicitation exercise, participants were invited to share their reflections on the
process, fostering open dialogue and prompting them to consider how they selected con-
tent and what thoughts or feelings motivated them to direct message the lead researcher.

Content elicitation was used alongside interviews to gain insight into how Chinese
Canadian women navigate algorithmic bias and body ideals in Instagram’s health and fit-
ness spaces. Rather than analysing the content participants shared in detail, the exercise
served as a prompt for reflection, anchoring discussions in participants’ lived experiences of
engaging with this highly individualized digital environment. The method created a shared
entry point into their social media worlds, allowing participants to articulate how they inter-
pret, manage and respond to the content shown to them by the platform. At the start of the
content elicitation exercise, participants were invited to reflect on what informed their selec-
tion and what thoughts and feelings prompted them to direct message the content to the lead
researcher, giving rise to insights into perceived algorithmic biases.

Interview transcripts and content elicitation data were then analysed using reflexive
thematic analysis in order to identify patterns of meaning across the qualitative dataset
(Braun and Clarke, 2019). Reflexive thematic analysis values researcher subjectivity and
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reflexivity, viewing coding as an interpretive, not objective, process where meaning is
constructed rather than discovered. The lead author conducted the initial coding and led the
development of themes. The broader author team contributed through regular discussions,
where developing themes were reviewed, reflected upon and refined collaboratively to
ensure interpretive depth and analytic rigour. Rather than unfolding as a rigid, step-by-step
process, the analysis was iterative and dynamic, allowing for continuous movement
between data, codes and themes. This dynamic approach enabled continual refinement and
re-interpretation of themes, capturing the fluid and emergent nature of qualitative inquiry.

In the data analysis process, we employed an inductive approach, attending to the
explicitly stated ideas, concepts and meanings expressed, as well as the less explicit
latent ideas communicated through language, tone and context. For example, partici-
pants often described the algorithm as a non-human actor that could prompt a range of
reactions and responses. The algorithms’ agency became apparent through the choice of
verbs, for example, ‘the algorithm shows me . . .” and ‘the algorithm notices I’m looking
.. .. This use of language reflects, in some ways, the participant’s relationship to the
platform and their understanding of the algorithm’s role.

While the data presented in this article forms part of a wider project exploring Chinese
Canadian women’s body belonging, engagement with physical activity and social media
use, the themes we explored in this article (e.g., ‘algorithms’, ‘agency and social media’,
‘whitewashing of Instagram”), represent one thematic cluster resulting from the analysis
of the data set. The thematic strands presented below, ‘notions of algorithmic injustice’
and ‘training the algorithm’, developed as recurrent conceptual ideas that tied women’s
stories together and created a sense of clarity and coherence within the data presented.

Ethics and privacy online

Collecting data via content elicitation required careful negotiation of privacy, both for the
participant and for the Instagram users whose content was being shared with the research-
ers. With regard to participant privacy, the authors did not observe or record any data from
the participants’ own Instagram profiles, other than their username, which was simply
recorded for the purpose of distinguishing between direct message chats with various par-
ticipants. This is because our research was interested in interactions with content produced
by others, rather than content that participants produced themselves. Once both data collec-
tion phases (content elicitation and interview) were complete, the lead researcher securely
recorded all relevant data from the direct message chats (images, captions and messages
about the content) on their University OneDrive account. Another ethical concern was the
privacy of Instagram users whose content was being shared and discussed without their
knowledge. In order to disguise their identity, identifiable features of these Instagram users
(e.g. usernames) were removed from the interview transcripts. The research also received
institutional ethical approval from both collaborating Universities.

Participants

Our participants included 32 first- and second-generation Chinese Canadian women,
aged 19-37, who were currently living in Canada (see Table 1). Of these participants, 15
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Table 1. Participant information.

Pseudonym Location Generation status Age Occupation

Alexia Vancouver (BC) Ist Gen 29 Real estate agent
Alice Vancouver (BC) 2nd Gen 22 Student (Business)
Caroline Toronto (ON) 2nd Gen 34 Flight attendant
Celeste Vancouver (BC) 2nd Gen 31 Childcare worker
Charlie Montreal (QC) Ist Gen 32 Data analyst

Claire Kitchener (ON) Ist Gen 27 Music therapist
Elise Toronto (ON) 2nd Gen 34 Consultant

Emma Vancouver (BC) 2nd Gen 21 Student (Medicine)
Flora Toronto (ON) Ist Gen 33 Teacher

Frances Vancouver (BC) Ist Gen 31 Waitress
Francesca Vancouver (BC) Ist Gen 32 Teacher

Gemma Vancouver (BC) Ist Gen 31 Call centre worker
Imogen Vancouver (BC) 2nd Gen 27 Finance

Jenna Vancouver (BC) 2nd Gen 19 Student (Kinesiology)
Julia Toronto (ON) 2nd Gen 32 Marketing

Justine Toronto (ON) 2nd Gen 34 Family therapist
Kara Vancouver (BC) 2nd Gen 30 Teacher

Lilly Toronto (ON) Ist Gen 32 Architect

Lorayne Gibsons (BC) 2nd Gen 31 Youth coordinator
Lorna Vancouver (BC) 2nd Gen 25 Teacher

Mindy Toronto (ON) Ist Gen 31 HR administrator
Miranda Vancouver (BC) Ist Gen 36 Administrative assistant
Morna Vancouver (BC) 2nd Gen 37 Stay at home mom
Rachel Vancouver (BC) Ist Gen 23 Physical therapist
Rose Vancouver (BC) Ist Gen 32 Interior designer
Sadie Toronto (ON) 2nd Gen 31 Lawyer

Sarah Toronto (ON) Ist Gen 33 Flight attendant
Sasha Toronto (ON) 2nd Gen 29 Flight attendant
Serena Toronto (ON Ist Gen 28 Marketing

Stacey Vancouver (BC) 2nd Gen 22 Student (Kinesiology)
Sophie Waterloo (ON) 2nd Gen 23 Data analyst
Victoria Toronto (ON Ist Gen 34 Stay at home mom

identified as first generation and 17 as second-generation Chinese Canadians. For con-
sistency, our study adheres to Statistics Canada’s definition of generation status whereby
first generation refers to people living in Canada who were born outside Canada and
second generation refers to individuals who were born in Canada and had at least one
parent born outside Canada (Statistics Canada, 2021).

Participants were recruited via snowball sampling (Noy, 2008). Initially, a recruit-
ment notice advertising the project was posted to the lead researchers’ Instagram
account and was shared by the project team among their networks. Following initial
contact with two to three participants, the lead researcher asked participants to share
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Table 2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria for participant recruitment.

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

First- or second-generation Third-generation or higher generation
Chinese Canadian Chinese Canadian

Self-identifying woman Identifies as a gender other than woman
Aged 18+ Under |8years of age

Regular engagement with health Does not regularly engage with health
and fitness content on Instagram and fitness content on Instagram

the flyer with their networks, which snowballed over the course of 2 months to a total
sample of 32 participants. Given the relatively time-intensive nature of data collec-
tion, participants were also offered monetary incentives ($35 gift vouchers) to take
part. All participants were anonymized in the data and either chose or were randomly
assigned a pseudonym.

The majority of participants lived in urban areas, which is partially reflective of
the dispersal of Chinese diaspora, of which there is a higher proportion in metropoli-
tan areas (Statistics Canada, 2024). This is also likely a consequence of using snow-
ball sampling to recruit participants, as initial contacts in these urban centres were
more likely to pass the study information on to friends and acquaintances who lived
close by. This inevitably means the sample lacks a rural perspective, which is a limi-
tation of the research.

Participants were all casual Instagram users who, semi-regularly, engaged with health
and fitness content on the app. Participants generally had relatively small followings and
typically privileged consuming content over creating their own. Through content elicita-
tion and interviews, the lead researcher was able to develop an understanding of the
types of health and fitness content participants engaged with on an everyday basis. Each
participant’s social media ‘worlds’ differed greatly, with participants varying in their
focus on specific forms of exercise or training styles (e.g. weightlifting, yoga, running)
and health approaches, beliefs and lifestyles (e.g. intuitive exercise/eating, Traditional
Chinese Medicine, body positivity, keto). Given the broad age range in the sample (19—
37years old), some differences in the types of content engaged with were observed, often
reflecting participants’ life stages. Younger participants were more likely to share fitness
content focused on physical appearance (e.g. workouts aimed at achieving a certain body
type), while millennial participants more often engaged with content centred on ‘well-
ness’ and a more holistic approach to health and fitness (e.g. content on breathwork or
correcting posture).

Given the project’s wider focus on Chinese Canadian women’s body belonging,
engagement with physical activity, and social media use, interviews were explorative
and broad in scope, covering a range of topics from exercise routines and online fitness
culture to perceptions of racial discrimination and body image concerns. The data from
this article thus focuses specifically on women’s experiences with health and fitness
culture on Instagram and the content that participants found as helpful and harmful for
managing their body image and well-being.
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Positionality and research context

While the research team comprises female and male researchers from different ethnic
and cultural backgrounds, none share Chinese heritage with the participants in this study.
It was therefore important that we reflected on our own positionality in relation to this
topic, including reflexive thinking regarding our own biases and interpretations of the
data (Carrington, 2008). For example, in a project of this nature, it was paramount to
avoid essentializing East/West dichotomies and binary thinking (Said, 2003 [1978]).
Accordingly, while we examined how women’s racial identity interacts with social media
use and a sense of body belonging, we were mindful not to attribute every experience or
data point solely to their Chinese heritage. Doing so could have an othering effect and
risk overemphasizing racial identity at the expense of other equally important facets of
participants’ lives and identities, such as their age, generational status or roles as moth-
ers. Some members of the project team were more experienced in working with Chinese
diaspora and Indigenous communities in Canada (Vertinsky et al., 2019; Norman et al.,
2025); therefore, team meetings were invaluable for checking interpretations, acknowl-
edging biases and ensuring analytical rigour.

With regard to the wider socio-political landscape within which this research is situ-
ated, data collection took place from April to May 2021, a period when Canadian prov-
inces were in various phases of COVID-19 lockdown. At this time, there was also a
resurgence of support for the ‘Stop Asian Hate movement’, due to reports of a number of
attacks on Asians or Asian communities in North America (Cao et al., 2022). While this
political movement was not at the forefront of data collection, we feel that it did play into
the women’s accounts of how they experienced safety and body belonging on social
media, which was a key site for the sharing of information and activism around these
issues, as well as community, sociality and entertainment.

Findings
Notions of algorithmic injustice

Over Zoom, the lead researcher met with participants as they scrolled in unison through
the direct messenger feed that participants had populated the previous week. Upon open-
ing up their feed, it was common for participants to point out the homogeneity of the
toned and ‘athleisure-clad’ bodies being observed and discussed. For Kara, sending
health and fitness content for the project seemed to confirm previously held beliefs that
her feed was what she called ‘whitewashed’. She pointed out that

I don’t know if you notice, but I only shared with you one post that featured people of colour,
like my feed is so whitewashed, or just white in general, I should say, not whitewashed. But for
some reason it is very uniform and homogenous in terms of the diversity that I see online that
is fed to me. Being a Chinese Canadian, you don’t really see it [diversity] much.

Despite somewhat being architects of their social media environments, the Chinese
Canadian women who took part in this study were clear that health and fitness spaces on
Instagram lacked diversity, not only in terms of body type but also in terms of race. In
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this regard, participants perceptions of their Instagram feeds mirror social media research
that argues algorithms disproportionately value white, thin, able-bodied and heteronor-
mative bodies over non-conforming or racially othered bodies (Carah and Dobson, 2016;
Noble, 2018; O’Connor, 2023; Riccio et al., 2024; Williams, 2021). For some women,
like Kara, this observation was something they had often contemplated previously, and
as a result, they were able to offer theories and observations about why and how their
Instagram feeds had developed in this way. For others, scrolling through a week’s worth
of content, collected as part of the content elicitation exercise, prompted new reflections
on the kinds of body types they were routinely engaging with online.

Importantly, for many participants, including Kara, the perceived privileging of white-
ness in this space had direct consequences for experiences of body image and body belong-
ing. When asked how the experience of a ‘whitewashed’ feed made her feel, Kara mused,

It really impacts me . . . less so in physical wellness, but more my understanding and scope and
shape of what beauty is. I always grew up with magazines and online, you see just a bunch of
makeup how-to’s, and it never really fit on my face and I never could understand why . . . So,
maybe that also applies to the beauty standards of what your body should look like and
dimensions and those standards as well.

The notion that seeing bodies that reflect one’s own ethnic or racial identity in the health
and fitness space as both important and beneficial was shared by most participants. As
Jenna and Emma contended,

Jenna: I don’t really see people of colour in terms of in the fitness community . . .
it would be nice to see people that are similar to me.
Emma: On social media, you see a lot of under-representation, I guess, of the Asian

community. You see typically, like, western people with really nice bodies,
and then you know- as a Chinese [woman], I know that is not the same phy-
sique that [ have, and that is just because I was not born into that same kind
of body. I think it can be unmotivating because that is the beauty standard
that we are trying to go for, and we know that is not something that’s realis-
tic for us.

The concept of ‘racial homophily’ — the tendency for individuals to form social connec-
tions with others who share the same racial or ethnic background — has been identified
by body image researchers as influencing the types of bodies women are drawn to on
social media (Gahler et al., 2023). While this sentiment was relatively ubiquitous across
the sample, there were differences between how first- and second-generation Chinese
Canadian women’s bodies and content was perceived. For instance, Rachel emphasized
the relatability gap between fitness influencers who migrated during adolescence and
those who have spent most of their lives in North America:

I have noticed that there is rarely a time where I would find someone or a Chinese influencer.
Someone who is — I wouldn’t even say first-gen, but someone who maybe comes to Canada in
their late teens or whatever . . . I personally tend to try to follow more the first-gen, second-gen
Asians, because their body images relate more to what I think of myself.
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For many participants, a unique blend of cultural assimilation and adaptation to Western
beauty standards was crucial in fostering affinity with fitness content. Second-generation
Chinese Canadian women often reflect a blend of Chinese heritage and Westernized
health and fitness ideals, making their content especially relatable for those navigating
similar cultural intersections. Conversely, first-generation influencers who immigrate
during their teens or later may retain more traditional Chinese ideals, emphasizing quali-
ties like slenderness or other aesthetic values (Goel et al., 2021; Kimber et al., 2015),
which felt less resonant with participants who had grown up predominantly in Canada.

While experiencing Instagram as a space lacking diversity resounded across the sam-
ple, there was ambivalence regarding the underlying causes. Above, Kara frames the
health and fitness content she observes online as something that is ‘fed to’ her. This
articulation implies the latent inner workings of Instagram’s algorithm, which sifts
through and throws up certain content. Here, the algorithm is afforded agency in affect-
ing the shape and contents of Kara’s social media environment. In this sense, Kara’s
account suggests a more deterministic view of the kinds of bodies she encounters, shaped
by the underpinning architectures of the platform.

Conversely, in acknowledging the lack of body diversity in fitness spaces, some par-
ticipants drew on discourses of choice and user agency in their explanations (Hockin-
Boyers et al., 2021). For example, during her interview, Justine reflected that social
media could often have a negative impact on her body image and mood. When asked
why this was, she responded,

We don’t see a lot in terms of Asian representation . . . but it has to be our own project in order
to raise it up, or bring it up kind of thing.

Similarly, when reflecting on the Instagram content sent over the course of the week,
Victoria noted,

I don’t really get a lot of diversity of posts in fitness because I don’t seek them out.

This framing of social media feeds as an environment that can be subjectively
designed and curated to reflect the users’ own tastes and values has been noted by
scholars elsewhere (Davis, 2017; Fotopoulou and Couldry, 2015; Mahoney, 2022;
Tylka et al., 2023). Hockin-Boyers et al. (2021) call this act of curation ‘digital prun-
ing’, a practice whereby users engage in a process of unfollowing unhelpful or trig-
gering content in the interests of protecting their own views and well-being. Digital
pruning is framed as a long-term process requiring diligence and consistent upkeep.
In engaging with digital pruning practices, which centre values of personal autonomy
and choice, women take up some responsibility for the effects of social media on their
body image and mood.

Many of the women who took part in this project offered a similar framing. For exam-
ple, Stephanie contended,

I think the beauty and the curse of social media is that you can see what you want to see. So, if
you follow people who are your body type, your ethnicity, then yes. But if you don’t follow
them, then you won’t see them and so, I guess that really just depends on what you choose to
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look at. I think in that sense, social media acts a little bit differently because we used to . . . we
used to see media on TV where you can’t tailor what you want; it just shows up, like billboards,
it just shows up, bus station posters, you just see it. But now that we can personalise all of our
media, it’s just up to you what you want to look at and who you want to look at.

Participants’ experiences on Instagram were fraught with feelings of a ‘lack of fit’,
brought about by the privileging of whiteness in health and fitness spaces on Instagram.
However, in combating this sense of alienation, women focused upon choice and user
agency contending that, while their feeds seemed to lack diversity, it was ultimately their
responsibility to curate a digital environment that reflected a broader range of bodies,
both in terms of race/ethnicity and body type. In what follows, we further unpack how
Chinese Canadian women work through their ideas around body belonging and algorith-
mic bias in an attempt to resolve or alleviate feelings of alienation and underrepresenta-
tion on the platform.

‘Training’ the algorithm

While participants in the study tended to only implicitly identify the algorithm as privi-
leging white bodies, they did frequently allude to their perceptions of its latent inner
workings as it sifted through and fed them certain content. When it came to exercising
their own agency in relation to the health and fitness content they consumed, they did
seem to emphasize an uptake of personal responsibility, autonomy and choice. Yet, they
did not act alone. In attempts to diversify their feeds, participants invoked Instagram’s
algorithm as a co-conspirator (Lazer et al., 2024; Nguyen-Thu and Munn, 2024), prompt-
ing it to assist in creating an environment that reinforced their need to see a range of
bodies, particularly those that look like their own.

After asking some introductory questions to break the ice, the following exchange
unfolded with Sasha,

Interviewer: How did you find the content elicitation exercise?

Sasha: I found that a lot of my fitness content is starting to come on the dis-
covery page with Asian women.

Interviewer: Why do you think that is?

Sasha: I think that also comes to . . . there are not a lot of Asians in the well-
ness or the fitness industry . . . There are not a lot of Asian women

influencers as much. So, I really seek them out and hope Instagram
notices that I’'m looking.

Like many other participants, Sasha pointed to a perceived lack of Asian representation in
the health and fitness space on Instagram. As a solution to this, Sasha actively searched for
women who share her East Asian heritage and hoped that Instagram ‘notices her looking’.
The presence of Asian women on her ‘discovery page’,'? signifies that the algorithm has
picked up her cues and is feeding her more content creators with Asian heritage. Here, the
algorithm emerges as more than a latent and somewhat naturalized feature of the platform.
Instead, it has become an active collaborator in the co-construction of women’s digital



6 new media & society 00(0)

worlds. This collaborative relationship with algorithms has been observed elsewhere in
digital research. For example, Nguyen-Thu and Munn (2024) explore how GrabBike work-
ers in Hanoi strategize around algorithms in attempts to ‘tame’ the apps used to perform
their work. In this research, learning ‘how the app thinks’ is an essential aspect GrabBike
workers’ labour (Nguyen-Thu and Munn, 2024: 7). Conversely, in the present study, par-
ticipants’ attempts to diversify and curate their Instagram feeds reflects a differently situ-
ated gendered and racialized form of labour (see also Mitra and Witherspoon, 2022).

One can see this through the experiences of Fran, who had started a ‘fitness journey’
during the first COVID-19 lockdown and was using Instagram to find exercise tips and
motivation. Here, Fran displayed a similar spirit of collusion:

Sometimes I’'m cognisant of- everybody I’'m following, is everyone I’'m following Caucasian?
So, I try to have diversity in the people I follow, and someone told me about the algorithm that
Instagram focuses more on Caucasians, and I wondered then, and I followed more people of
diversity and I wondered about pop-ups on my feed.

Unlike Sasha, Fran has explicitly identified the algorithm as an entity she is trying to
communicate with and to some extent, ‘correct’. In identifying the algorithm as the pos-
sible cause of a perceived lack of diversity she encounters in the health and fitness space,
she experimentally attempts to ‘train’ the algorithm to reflect greater bodily diversity,
particularly East Asian representation.

It is also noteworthy that ‘someone told’ Fran about the algorithm’s propensity to ‘focus
more on Caucasians’. This reflects Bishop’s (2019) commentary on ‘algorithmic gossip’
whereby social media users share their theories and suspicions on the algorithm’s inner
workings, as well as strategies to best harness its internal logics. As this work typically
focuses on influencers and other platform workers, the findings in our study show that cas-
ual and everyday users engage in similar discussions, albeit towards different ends. In this
sense, while platform workers often seek visibility and engagement, the participants in this
study are motivated by a sense of personal well-being and a wish for representation.

While participants primarily used this algorithmic collaboration as a tactic to elicit a
more diverse range of bodies on their feed, there were a number of other uses that also
can be seen to fall within the category of countering ‘whitewashing’ in the fitness space.
According to Charlie,

I do feel like I’ve got it [Instagram] tailored to what I want now. The only thing I would say is
that . . . I would say we eat a mixture of Chinese food and- I say ‘white people food’, but that
is just like a mix of Chinese and western diet. I am always searching for Chinese recipes, lots
of tofu, stir fry and whatnot. But Instagram still just feeds me salmon and quinoa and it just
doesn’t get that [ eat other things!

While Charlie reported that she had mostly been able to ‘tailor’ her feed, the kinds of
food cultures ‘fed to her’ can be viewed as staying in line with normative western mid-
dle-class constructions of ‘health’. Despite upholding her side of the collaboration by
‘searching’ for Chinese recipes, and thus signalling to the algorithm that her diet is varied
and includes multiple food cultures, Instagram ‘doesn’t get’ the message being commu-
nicated. Thus, these findings represent a failure of the algorithm to correctly predict or
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influence the desires of racially minoritized users (Lazer et al., 2024). While participants
felt they could somewhat ‘train’ the algorithm to reflect their preferred content, this cura-
tion had limits. Algorithms are complex, evolving ‘black boxes’ (Cotter and Reisdorf,
2020), and deeply embedded racial biases in the platform may be beyond the control of
individual users (Lee, 2018).

Concluding remarks

In our article, we explored how Chinese Canadian women experience body image and
body belonging as they navigate health and fitness content on Instagram. Under the
thematic heading ‘notions of algorithmic injustice’, our participants noted the pre-
dominance of white, slim and toned bodies on their feeds and shared their theories for
this lack of diversity on the platform. While a number of the participants attributed
this to Instagram’s algorithm, others emphasized the responsibility of Instagram users
to seek out this content and collaborate with the algorithm in an effort to see a more
diverse range of bodies on their feed, what we call ‘training the algorithm’. However,
there remained some ambivalence regarding how effective this attempted collabora-
tion was since, despite efforts to diversify content, some participants reported contin-
ued exposure to normative westernized ideals of health and fitness.

We suggest that these findings offer several valuable empirical insights. First, it is
significant, although perhaps not surprising, that Chinese Canadian women perceive
health and fitness content on Instagram as ‘whitewashed’ and lacking diversity. While
algorithmic bias is now well established within digital scholarship (Benjamin, 2019;
Noble, 2018; Williams, 2021), less research has explored the perception of everyday
users as they navigate these embedded biases (for notable exceptions, see Armstrong,
2022; Turner and Hui, 2023). Second, it is interesting that when faced with this perceived
lack of diversity, Chinese Canadian women actively sought out Asian creators to diver-
sify their feeds and foster more positive body images. These findings echo the recent
work of Gahler et al. (2023) who found that, for Asian-American women, following a
higher percentage of racially similar accounts was positively associated with body appre-
ciation and negatively associated with body dissatisfaction. Future research might use-
fully explore whether this agentic pursuit of diversity online is present in other minority
populations in similar or different ways.

Another key finding from this study, which may have utility in social media research,
is that the ‘natural’ and somewhat ‘inevitable’ feeling the algorithm is intended to induce
is not necessarily experienced in the same ways by all social groups. Indeed, for minor-
itized groups, like the women in this study, the biases that shape users’ social media
worlds are far from opaque (Low et al., 2025). Rather, the algorithms’ internal logics are
perceptible in everyday interactions with platforms. Admittedly, since algorithms are
shrouded in speculation and uncertainty, we cannot say these biases exist in absolute
terms. In this sense, this article joins the growing line of work offering up ‘gossip’ and
‘folk theories’ into their inner workings (Bishop, 2019; Ytre-Arne and Moe, 2021),
shaped by the lived experiences of users.

Our use of ‘content elicitation’ — a new method for exploring the social ‘worlds’ of
participants — allowed us to capture a more agentic picture of social media, where
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content is liked, resisted, unfollowed, scrolled past and/or muted. In many ways, this
emphasis on agency is intended as a corrective measure, devised to counter the pas-
sivity and ‘exposure’-driven narratives often seen in the body image field. This does
not mean that we uncritically accept women’s agency in digital spaces and view it as
a necessarily positive or empowering experience. On the contrary, our findings high-
light the sense of responsibility Chinese Canadian women feel for seeking out and
amplifying diversity on Instagram in focusing on their well-being. This is a kind of
racialized digital labour that is less accounted for in social media research. In this
sense, while our study shows that women can and do attempt to ‘train’ algorithms, this
does not mean that they should or that such endeavours should not be troubled.
Instead, our intention here is to demonstrate the various ways in which social media
plays a role in reproducing and intensifying existing inequalities in relation to body
image and body belonging.
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Notes

1. We follow Tylka and Wood-Barcalow’s (2015) definition of ‘positive body image’, which
understands positive body image as a multifaceted, holistic construct that is distinct from
negative body image, characterized by stability and flexibility that can protect well-being,
and shaped by body acceptance from others and social identities.

2. Inthis research, we are interested in racial groups that may feel minoritized on Instagram spe-
cifically. Chinese Canadian women are likely to have a different experience on Chinese social
media platforms such as Redbook (Xiaohongshu), where they are likely to be the majority
racial group. We also use the term racially minoiritized as opposed to racial or visible minor-
ity to highlight the power relations embedded within constructions of race and processes
of racialization. Although used by Statistics Canada, the language of ‘minority’ gives the
impression that the marginalization racialized groups in Canada experience is merely a matter
of numbers (i.e. their minority status) (Szto, 2020).

3. Throughout this article we use the nomenclature ‘body image’ which, being a psychological
concept, somewhat conflicts with the articles’ more sociological underpinnings in body stud-
ies research. We have opted to use the language of ‘body image’ throughout as we intend for
this article to have utility in the more psychology-oriented body image field.

4. Fitspiration content is defined as ‘images and messages that purport to motivate people to
exercise and pursue a healthier lifestyle’ (Slater et al., 2017: 88).

5. The ‘slim-thick’ aesthetic is characterized by a narrow waist and flat stomach, with a fuller
and more curvaceous butt, breasts, and thighs (McComb and Mills, 2022). While this body
aesthetic is not ‘new’ in Black and Latino communities, its mainstream popularity in white-
centred media is growing rapidly.
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6. It is noteworthy to add that how and to what extent racial othering takes place is somewhat
dependent on the platform itself and the geographical setting in which users are situated. In
this study, Instagram’s algorithm will be somewhat shaped by the demographic characteristics
and user tastes/preferences within the Canadian context specifically.

7. We follow Bishop’s (2025) definition of influencers as ‘ostensibly ordinary platform users
who accrue followings on social media via “authentic” (yet stylised) coverage of their every-
day lives’ (p. 2110).

8. A definition of what constituted health and fitness content was not provided at the recruitment
stage or when communicating the data collection task to participants; instead, participants
were encouraged to interpret and define this content based on their own experiences.

9. All interviews were conducted in English. While many participants were bilingual and spoke
additional languages (such as Cantonese or Mandarin), English was the first language for
many participants, particularly second-generation women.

10. The ‘discovery page’ on Instagram, also known as the Explore page, is a personalized feed
that showcases content tailored to a user’s interests, preferences and past interactions. It
serves as a curated collection of photos, videos, and other media from accounts that the user
may not follow but might find engaging or relevant based on their activity on the platform.

References

Adams HB, Applegarth R and Simpson AH (2020) Acting with algorithms: feminist propositions
for rhetorical agency. Computers and Composition 57: 102581.

Ananny M and Crawford K (2018) Seeing without knowing: limitations of the transparency ideal
and its application to algorithmic accountability. New Media & Society 20(3): 973-989.
Andersen J (2020) Understanding and interpreting algorithms: toward a hermeneutics of algo-

rithms. Media, Culture & Society 42(7-8): 1479-1494.

Armstrong AL (2022) Navigating bias in digital spaces and online searches that center USA’s
marginalized racial, ethnic, and gender groups. In: Friesem Y (ed.) The Routledge Handbook
of Media Education Futures Post-pandemic. Abingdon: Routledge, pp. 335-344.

Benjamin R (2019) Race after Technology: Abolitionist Tools for the New Jim Code. 1st ed.
Cambridge: Polity.

Bishop S (2019) Managing visibility on YouTube through algorithmic gossip. New Media &
Society 21(11-12): 2589-2606.

Bishop S (2021) Influencer management tools: algorithmic cultures, brand safety, and bias. Social
Media + Society 7(1): 20563051211003066.

Bishop S (2025) Influencer creep: how artists strategically navigate the platformisation of art
worlds. New Media & Society 27(4): 2109-2126.

Boulton A and Zook M (2013) Landscape, locative media, and the duplicity of code. In: Johnson
NC, Schein RH and Winders J (eds) The Wiley-Blackwell Companion to Cultural Geography.
Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, pp. 437-451.

Braun V and Clarke V (2019) Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qualitative Research in
Sport, Exercise & Health 11(4): 589-597.

Bucher T (2017) The algorithmic imaginary: exploring the ordinary affects of Facebook algo-
rithms. Information Communication & Society 20(1): 30-44.

Cao J, Lee C, Sun W, et al. (2022) The #StopAsianHate movement on Twitter: a qualitative
descriptive study. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 19(7):
3757.

Carah N and Dobson A (2016) Algorithmic hotness: young womens ‘promotion’ and ‘reconnais-
sance’ work via social media body images. Social Media + Society 2.



20 new media & society 00(0)

Carrington B (2008) ‘What’s the footballer doing here?’ racialised performativity, reflexivity and
identity. Cultural Studies Critical Methodologies 8(4): 423—452.

Christin A (2020) The ethnographer and the algorithm: beyond the black box. Theory and Society
49(5): 897-918.

Coffey J (2021) Everyday Embodiment: Rethinking Youth Body Image. Berlin: Springer Nature.

Cotter K (2019) Playing the visibility game: how digital influencers and algorithms negotiate
influence on Instagram. New Media & Society 21(4): 895-913.

Cotter K and Reisdorf B (2020) Algorithmic knowledge gaps: a new horizon of (digital) inequal-
ity. International Journal of Communication 14: T745-765.

Danthinne ES, Giorgianni FE, Ando K, et al. (2022) Real beauty: effects of a body-positive video
on body image and capacity to mitigate exposure to social media images. British Journal of
Health Psychology 27(2): 320-337.

Davis JL (2017) Curation: A theoretical treatment. Information, Communication & Society 20(5):
770-783.

DeBraganza N and Hausenblas HA (2010) Media exposure of the ideal physique on women’s
body dissatisfaction and mood: the moderating effects of ethnicity. Journal of Black Studies
40(4): 700-716.

Drummond M and Tiggemann M (2017) Idealised media images: the effect of fitspiration imagery
on body satisfaction and exercise behaviour. Body Image 22: 65-71.

Epps-Darling A (2020) How the racism baked into technology hurts teens. The Atlantic, 24
October. Available at: https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2020/10/algorithmic-bias-
especially-dangerous-teens/616793/

Ferrari F and Graham M (2021) Fissures in algorithmic power: platforms, code, and contestation.
Cultural Studies 35(4-5): 814-832.

Fioravanti G, Bocci Benucci S, Ceragioli G, et al. (2022) How the exposure to beauty ideals on
social networking sites influences body image: a systematic review of experimental studies.
Adolescent Research Review 7(3): 419—458.

Fotopoulou A and Couldry N (2015) Telling the story of the stories: Online content curation and
digital engagement. Information, Communication & Society 18(2): 235-249.

Gahler H, Zeng J, Yan K, et al. (2023) Birds of a feather flocking together on Instagram: how
racially similar followers and followings on Instagram are linked to young women’s body
image. Body Image 47: 101626.

Gillespie T (2014) The relevance of algorithms. In:Gillespie T, Boczkowski PJ and Foot KA (eds)
Media Technologies: Essays on Communication, Materiality, and Society. Cambridge, MA:
The MIT Press, pp. 167-194.

Goel NJ, Thomas B, Boutté RL, et al. (2021) Body image and eating disorders among South Asian
American women: what are we missing? Qualitative Health Research 31(13): 2512-2527.

Goodman A (2020) The secret life of algorithms: speculation on queered futures of neurodiverse
analgorithmic feeling and consciousness. Transformations 34: 49-70.

Greene AK, Maloul E, Kelly DA, et al. (2022) ‘An immaculate keeper of my social media feed’:
social media usage in body justice communities during the COVID-19 pandemic. Social
Media + Society 8(1): 20563051221077024.

Griffiths S, Harris EA, Whitehead G, et al. (2024) Does TikTok contribute to eating disorders? a
comparison of the TikTok algorithms belonging to individuals with eating disorders versus
healthy controls. Body Image 51: 101807.

Gurtala JC and Fardouly J (2023) Does medium matter? investigating the impact of viewing ideal
image or short-form video content on young women’s body image, mood, and self-objectifi-
cation. Body Image 46: 190-201.


https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2020/10/algorithmic-bias-especially-dangerous-teens/616793/
https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2020/10/algorithmic-bias-especially-dangerous-teens/616793/

Hockin-Boyers et al. 21

Hackshaw-McGeagh L, Jamie K, Beynon R, et al. (2018) Health behaviours of young mothers:
implications for health promotion and cancer prevention. Health Education Journal 77(3):
277-292.

Harriger JA, Thompson JK and Tiggemann M (2023) TikTok, TikTok, the time is now: future
directions in social media and body image. Body Image 44: 222-226.

Hockin-Boyers H and Clifford-Astbury C (2021) The politics of #diversifyyourfeed in the context
of Black Lives Matter. Feminist Media Studies 21(3): 504-509.

Hockin-Boyers H, Pope S and Jamie K (2021) Digital pruning: Agency and social media use as a
personal political project among female weightlifters in recovery from eating disorders. New
Media & Society 23(8): 2345-2366.

Jenkins H, Ito M and boyd d (2016) Participatory Culture in a Networked Era. Cambridge: Polity
Press.

Jerénimo F and Carraga EV (2022) Effects of fitspiration content on body image: a systematic
review. Eating and Weight Disorders — Studies on Anorexia, Bulimia and Obesity 27(8):
3017-3035.

Jette S, Vertinsky P and Ng C (2014) Balance and biomedicine: How Chinese Canadian women
negotiate pregnancy-related ‘risk’ and lifestyle directives. Health, Risk & Society 16(6):
494-511.

Joiner R, Mizen E, Pinnell B, et al. (2023) The effect of different types of TikTok dance challenge
videos on young women’s body satisfaction. Computers in Human Behavior 147: 107856.

Kapsch PH (2022) Exploring user agency and small acts of algorithm engagement in everyday
media use. Media International Australia 183(1): 16-29.

Keigan J, De Los Santos B, Gaither SE, et al. (2024) The relationship between racial/ethnic iden-
tification and body ideal internalization, hair satisfaction, and skin tone satisfaction in Black
and Black/White biracial women. Body Image 50: 101719.

Kimber M, Georgiades K, Jack SM, et al. (2015) Body image and appearance perceptions from
immigrant adolescents in Canada: an interpretive description. Body Image 15: 120-131.
Lazer D, Swire-Thompson B and Wilson C (2024) A normative framework for assessing the
information curation algorithms of the internet. Perspectives on Psychological Science 19(5):

749-757.

Lee NT (2018) Detecting racial bias in algorithms and machine learning. Journal of Information,
Communication and Ethics in Society 16(3): 252-260.

Light B, Burgess J and Duguay S (2018) The walkthrough method: an approach to the study of
apps. New Media & Society 20(3): 881-900.

Low B, Ehret C and Hagh A (2025) Algorithmic imaginings and critical digital literacy on
#BookTok. New Media & Society 27(4): 2336-2353.

McComb SE and Mills JS (2022) The effect of physical appearance perfectionism and social com-
parison to thin-, slim-thick-, and fit-ideal Instagram imagery on young women’s body image.
Body Image 40: 165-175.

Mahoney C (2022) Is this what a feminist looks like? Curating the feminist self in the neoliberal
visual economy of Instagram. Feminist Media Studies 22(3): 519-535.

Merten L (2021) Block, hide or follow — personal news curation practices on social media. Digital
Journalism 9(8): 1018—-1039.

Mitra S and Witherspoon B (2022) Relational labour or digital resistance: social media practices
of non-Western women photographers. In: Mortensen M and McCrow-Young A (eds) Social
Media Images and Conflicts. Abingdon: Routledge, pp. 16-32.

Nguyen-Thu G and Munn L (2024) Taming the algorithm: the platform realism of
GrabBike delivery workers. New Media & Society. Epub ahead of print 26 July. DOI:
10.1177/14614448241262417.



22 new media & society 00(0)

Noble SU (2018) Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines Reinforce Racism. New York:
New York University Press.

Norman, M. E., Cheng, K., Lu, C., & Petherick, L. (2025). Fostering intercultural dialogue: A
case study of Chinese-Canadian students’ experiences and perspectives of a kinesiology
program. Sport, Education and Society 30(5): 649—663. https://doi.org/10.1080/1357332
2.2024.2355251

Noy C (2008) Sampling knowledge: the hermeneutics of snowball sampling in qualitative research.
International Journal of Social Research Methodology 11(4): 327-344.

O’Connor S (2023) The racial economy of Instagram. Transactions of the Institute of British
Geographers 49: ¢12642.

Opara I and Santos N (2019) A conceptual framework exploring social media, eating disorders,
and body dissatisfaction among Latina adolescents. Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences
41(3): 363-377.

Perloff RM (2014) Social media effects on young women’s body image concerns: theoretical per-
spectives and an agenda for research. Sex Roles 71(11): 363-377.

Persohn L (2021) Curation as methodology. Qualitative Research 21(1): 20—41.

Picone I, Kleut J, Pavlickova T, et al. (2019) Small acts of engagement: reconnecting productive
audience practices with everyday agency. New Media & Society 21(9): 2010-2028.

Riccio P, Colin J, Ogolla S, et al. (2024) Mirror, mirror on the wall, who is the whitest of all? Racial
biases in social media beauty filters. Social Media + Society 10(2): 20563051241239295.

Rich E (2024) A new materialist analysis of health and fitness social media, gender and body
disaffection: ‘you shouldn’t compare yourself to anyone. . . but everyone does’. Youth 4(2):
Article 2.

Rodgers RF, Wertheim EH, Paxton SJ, et al. (2022) #Bopo: enhancing body image through body
positive social media—evidence to date and research directions. Body Image 41: 367-374.

Rogers R (2013) Digital Methods. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

Rose G (2016) Rethinking the geographies of cultural ‘objects’ through digital technologies: inter-
face, network and friction. Progress in Human Geography 40(3): 334-351.

Said EW (2003 [1978]) Orientalism. London: Penguin.

Sanzari CM, Gorrell S, Anderson LM, et al. (2023) The impact of social media use on body image
and disordered eating behaviors: content matters more than duration of exposure. Eating
Behaviors 49: 101722.

Schellewald A (2022) Theorizing ‘stories about algorithms’ as a mechanism in the formation and
maintenance of algorithmic imaginaries. Social Media + Society 8(1): 20563051221077025.

Slater A, Varsani N and Diedrichs PC (2017) #fitspo or #loveyourself? the impact of fitspiration
and self-compassion Instagram images on women’s body image, self-compassion, and mood.
Body Image 22(Suppl. C): 87-96.

Statistics Canada (2021) Classification of Generation Status. Ottawa, ON, Canada: Statistics
Canada, 30 September. Available at: https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p3VD.pl?Function=
getVD&TVD=117200&CVD=117200&CLV=0&MLV=1&D=1

Statistics Canada (2024) Census of Population. Ottawa, ON, Canada: Statistics Canada, 17
October. Available at: https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/index-eng.cfm

Szto C (2020) Changing on the Fly: Hockey through the Voices of South Asian Canadians. New
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Turner JR and Hui J (2023) Racial capitalism online: navigating race among creative professionals
of color. Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction 7(CSCW1): 1-23.

Tylka TL and Wood-Barcalow NL (2015) What is and what is not positive body image? concep-
tual foundations and construct definition. Body Image 14: 118-129.


https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2024.2355251
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2024.2355251
https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p3VD.pl?Function=getVD&TVD=117200&CVD=117200&CLV=0&MLV=1&D=1
https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p3VD.pl?Function=getVD&TVD=117200&CVD=117200&CLV=0&MLV=1&D=1
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/index-eng.cfm

Hockin-Boyers et al. 23

Tylka TL, Rodgers RF, Calogero RM, et al. (2023) Integrating social media variables as predic-
tors, mediators, and moderators within body image frameworks: potential mechanisms of
action to consider in future research. Body Image 44: 197-221.

Van Dijck J (2013) The Culture of Connectivity: A Critical History of Social Media. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Venturini T, Bounegru L, Gray J, et al. (2018) A reality check(list) for digital methods. New Media
& Society 20(11): 4195-4217.

Vertinsky P, Ramachandran A and Wang B (2019) How about some muscle? Charles H. McCloy’s
contributions to physical education in China between 1913 and 1926. The International
Journal of the History of Sport 36(15-16): 1372—1389.

Ward LM, Jerald MC, Grower P, et al. (2023) Primping, performing, and policing: social media
use and self-sexualization among U.S. White, Black, and Asian-American adolescent girls.
Body Image 46: 324-335.

Williams S (2021) Watch out for the big girls: Black plus-sized content creators creating space and
amplifying visibility in digital spaces. Feminist Media Studies 21(8): 1360—1370.

Ytre-Arne B and Moe H (2021) Folk theories of algorithms: understanding digital irritation.
Media, Culture & Society 43(5): 807-824.

Author biographies

Hester Hockin-Boyers is a Senior Lecturer at City St George’s, University of London. She is a
sociologist of health and illness whose research interests cohere around digital culture, mental
health (particularly eating disorders), and feminist theory.

Patricia Vertinsky is a Professor and Distinguished University Scholar in the School of Kinesiology
at the University of British Columbia. She is a historian of physical culture focused on the intersec-
tions of race, class and gender.

Moss Norman is an Associate Professor in the School of Kinesiology at the University of British
Columbia, Canada. He uses qualitative, community-based research methods in examining the rela-
tionship between physical activity, masculinity, and health.

Nikolaus A. Dean is a Postdoctoral Research Fellow at the Te Kura Aronui School of Psychological
and Social Sciences at the University of Waikato. Employing (digital) qualitative methods and
critical social theories, his research investigates areas related to disability, health, and the body in
sport and leisure. His current work examines the potential of skateboarding in the Paralympic
Games.

Aishwarya Ramachandran received her PhD in 2024 from the School of Kinesiology, University of
British Columbia. She is a historian of physical culture using a variety of innovative methods to
explore the expanding reach of body classification and eugenics in literary circles as well as in
the sport sciences.



