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        Background: Social media has become a part of a college student’s environment, highlighting 

the importance of investigating the role that social media may play in physical activity (PA) participation and 
other health behaviors. Purpose: To describe social media use and PA participation in a sample of college 
students and explore relationships between social media and PA, including health and fitness social media. 
Methods: College students (age 18-29 years) enrolled at a four-year university during the 2018-19 academic 
year completed an online questionnaire regarding self-reported social media use and PA participation. 
Independent sample t-tests were used to compare PA outcomes between those that follow health and fitness 
accounts and those who do not. A multiple linear regression model was used to examine associations between 
social media use and PA. Results: Two hundred and ninety-two students completed the questionnaire 
(63.72% female, 63.61% white). There was no difference in PA participation between those that do and do 
not follow health and fitness social media in moderate (p=0.40) or vigorous intensity PA (p=0.06) when 
controlling for confounding variables. Spending 1-2 hours/day (p=0.02) or 3-4 hours/day (p=0.01) on 
social media compared to <1 hour/day and accessing social media in the evening (p=0.04) are associated 
with lower moderate PA. Conclusions: Following health and fitness social media may not have the intended 
impact on college student PA. Further research needs to be done to assess the most effective and impactful 
strategies for content delivery via social media to increase PA behavior. 
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Introduction 
 

Physical activity (PA) is associated with 
numerous positive health outcomes which are 
realized regardless of age, sex, and body weight.1 
Health benefits of regular PA include reduction 
in risk for all-cause mortality, cardiovascular 
morbidity and mortality, type 2 diabetes, and 
certain cancers.1,2 Some benefits from PA are 
realized immediately, including acute reductions 
in anxiety symptoms and blood pressure.1 The 
American College Health Association reported 

that 31.4% of college students surveyed in Fall 
2020 reported anxiety as affecting their 
individual academic performance, which was 
second only to stress.3 Since PA has the 
potential to reduce anxiety and improve health, 
as well as reduce the risk for many common 
chronic conditions, encouraging college 
students to be physically active is essential.  

The minimum aerobic PA 
recommendation, per the 2018 Physical Activity 
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Guidelines, is 150 minutes of moderate intensity 
PA, 75 minutes of vigorous intensity PA, or a 
combination of the two per week to accrue these 
health benefits.1 Despite the numerous benefits 
college students can gain from being physically 
active, studies indicate that PA participation in 
college students is often below recommended 
guidelines and that PA participation further 
tends to decrease each semester of college.4–6 
Recent data suggest over one third of college 
students are physically inactive, as per the 
aerobic guidelines.3,7 There may be an 
association between meeting PA guidelines and 
better mental health outcomes,7 and thus PA 
promotion has been identified as a priority for 
some institutions.8 College is an opportunity for 
young adults to make independent decisions 
about their behaviors. It is a crucial time for 
promoting health and sustainable PA behaviors 
that may continue into adulthood.9 Identifying 
determinants of PA, as well as effective and 
feasible strategies for PA promotion among 
college students, may help these young adults 
meet activity guidelines and benefit from the 
associated health effects. 

While college students in general seem 
to have low PA participation, it is clear that they 
are spending their time regularly engaging with 
social media. Social media serves as a platform 
for communication activities and examples 
include online social networks such as Twitter, 
Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram.10 It is 
estimated that 90% of American adults ages 18-
29 use social media,11 up from 12% in 2005.12 
Social media has become a part of a college 
student’s environment, indicated by its rapid 
growth, highlighting the importance of 
investigating the role that social media may play 
in PA participation and other health behaviors.  

There is currently a gap in the literature 
regarding the relationship between college social 
media use and PA participation. One study 
reported no relationship between social media 
use and PA engagement in a sample of 512 
college students. However, it should be noted 
that the study only recruited students that were 
enrolled in for-credit PA and nutrition classes so 
may not be representative of the general college 

student population.13 Screen time, defined as 
time spent using computers, watching television 
or DVDs, and/or playing video games, has been 
shown to be related to American college 
students being sufficiently active or not.14,15 
Screen time may include social media use, but 
does not capture the specific effect of social 
media and thus it is essential to separate the two 
to gain a clearer picture as to how social media 
affects PA. For example, a focus group of 17 
male and 29 female college students in Belgium 
highlighted internet communication and 
technology as a behavior leading to sedentary 
behavior whereas media and advertising as a 
factor influencing PA behavior.16 Since both 
internet communication and media and 
advertising are central on social media, further 
exploration is needed into these relationships. 
Relationships are seen between social media and 
health behaviors such as alcohol consumption, 
indicating that what individuals see on social 
media may influence other health behaviors, like 
PA.10,17 However, the relationship between 
following health and fitness social media 
accounts and PA behavior is unexplored. 

One objective of the present study was 
to describe social media use characteristics and 
PA behaviors in a representative sample of 
college students and further examine the 
relationships between those variables. The 
researchers also aimed to see if average minutes 
per week of PA differed between those who 
reported following health and fitness social 
media accounts or not. If health and fitness 
social media were effective in its current form as 
promoting PA behavior, there will be a 
difference in average PA levels between 
participants who follow health and fitness social 
media accounts and those that do not. Finally, 
the researchers aimed to identify if social media 
use variables (i.e., hours spent on social media, 
social media use patterns) were associated with 
moderate or vigorous intensity PA while 
accounting for demographic variables. The 
researchers hypothesized that time spent on 
social media and time of day spent on social 
media would be associated with PA behavior.  
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Materials and Methods 
 

This study was conducted with students 
enrolled at a four-year university in the United 
States during the Fall and Spring semesters of 
the 2018-2019 academic year. College students 

completed a one-time questionnaire regarding 
social media use and PA participation. The 
questionnaire was supported through Qualtrics 
software, an online survey platform. 

 
Survey Measures 
 

Social Media Use: The questionnaire 
included questions regarding a college student’s 
social media use, both in terms of content and 
timing. Participants were asked if they used 
social media daily and, if yes, which social media 
platforms they interacted with daily. Participants 
were also asked how many hours per day (on 
average) do they use social media, what time of 
day they use social media the most, and when do 
they access social media (e.g., when they wake 
up, during mealtimes). Finally, participants were 
queried on if they specifically follow health and 
fitness social media accounts, which was 
intentionally inclusive of whatever the 
participants deemed as “health and fitness.”  

Self-Report Physical Activity. Physical 
activity was measured through self-report using 
the International Physical Activity 
Questionnaire - Short Form, which has been 
validated in a college student population.18 This 
questionnaire asks participants to think about 
the vigorous- and moderate- intensity PA they 
have done in the past seven days and identify 
how many of those days they did that type of 
activity, as well as how much time they usually 
spent doing that type of PA on one of those 
days. The number of days is multiplied by this 
duration to calculate average minutes per week 
of a given intensity of PA.19  

 
Participants  
 

Students were recruited through an 
email sent to all students enrolled in classes in 
the College of Public Health at a four-year 
university, which includes Kinesiology, 
Communication Sciences and Disorders, 
Epidemiology and Biostatistics, Health and 
Rehabilitation Sciences, Health Services 
Administration and Policy, Nursing, School of 
Social Work, and Social and Behavioral Sciences 
Departments. While this was a convenience 
sample, students outside of these departments 
were able to take this survey if shared with them 
through peers. Students were eligible to 
participate if they were between 18 and 29 years 

old and a student currently registered for classes 
during the semesters of data collection. 
Informed consent was obtained from 
participants on the first page of the online 
questionnaire.  

At the end of data collection, 394 
survey responses were recorded. Responses 
from students who did not meet the age 
inclusion criteria or who were not currently 
registered for classes were excluded. 
Additionally, incomplete responses were 
excluded. The final number of participants 
included in this study was 292. 

 
Statistical Analyses 
 

Statistical analyses were conducted 
using SAS version 9.4. In order to describe the 
sample, means and standard deviations or 
frequencies were calculated for each of the 
demographic, social media use, and PA 

variables. Independent sample t-tests were used 
to compare mean PA outcomes between those 
that follow health and fitness accounts and 
those who do not to see if there was a difference 
in average PA between groups. Finally, a 
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multiple linear regression model was used to 
examine potential associations between social 
media use and PA. The linear regression model 
included hours of social media use per day, the 
time social media was most accessed, and 
whether or not health and fitness accounts are 
part of the social media consumption. 
Additionally, sex and residence were entered 
into the model to be controlled for, as both have 
been shown to affect PA in college-aged 
individuals6. Statistical significance was set at p 
< 0.05. Temple University’s Institutional 
Review Board deemed the study met exemption 
status due to minimal risk involvement and 
anonymous survey methodology. 

 
Results  
 

Demographics, social media use, and 
self-reported PA behavior of the entire sample 
can be found in Table 1. The majority of the 
sample was compromised of females (69.7%) 
and White individuals (63.6%). A majority of the 
sample reported using social media daily 
(96.6%), with most of the sample reporting 
either 1-2 hours or 3-4 hours of social media use 
per day (41.4% and 43.1%, respectively). 
Instagram was the most popular social media 
platform used by the sample, followed by 
Snapchat. Over half of the sample (55.9%) 
reported the most popular hours of use between 
8pm and 12am. Those that reported following 
health and fitness accounts (n=228; 78.6%) 
reported an average of 189.4 ± 178.0 min/week 
of moderate PA and 268.9 ± 197.7 min/week of 
vigorous PA. In contrast, those that reported 
not following health and fitness accounts 
reported an average of 164.2 ± 158.6 min/week 
and 270.9 ± 249.6 min/week, respectively. 
There were no statistically significant 
differences for either moderate (p=0.40) or 
vigorous (p=0.06) intensities of PA between 
those who report following health and fitness 
accounts and those who do not.  

 
 
 
 
 

Table 1.  
Survey Results: Demographics, Social Media Use, & 
Physical Activity 
Demographics Mean ± SD or 

n (%) 
Sex*  
     Female 205 (69.73) 
     Male 89 (30.27) 
Race/Ethnicity  
     White 187 (63.61) 
     African American or Black 39 (13.27) 
     Hispanic or Latinx 27 (9.18) 
     Native American 1 (0.34) 
     Asian 39 (13.27) 
     Two or More Races 11 (3.74) 
     Other 17 (5.78) 
Residence  
     University-Owned Housing 69 (23.47) 
     Home of parents/relative 64 (21.77) 
     Own home/apartment 154 (52.38) 
     With other family members 1 (0.34) 
     Other 6 (2.04) 
Social Media Use  
Use social media daily 284 (96.60) 
Use Facebook 154 (52.38) 
Use Twitter 134 (45.58) 
Use Instagram 259 (88.10) 
Use YouTube 150 (51.19) 
Use Snapchat 240 (81.63) 
Use other 22 (7.48) 
What time of day do you use social media the 
most? 
     Morning (6am-10am) 13 (4.48) 
     Mid-day (11am-2pm) 15 (5.17) 
     Afternoon (3pm-7pm) 100 (34.48) 
     Evening (8pm-12am) 162 (55.86) 
How many hours per day do you use social media? 
     <1 hour 22 (7.59) 
      1-2 hours 120 (41.38) 
     3-4 hours 125 (43.10) 
     5+ hours 23 (7.93) 
Follow health/fitness accounts 
on social media 

228 (78.62) 

Physical Activity Behavior  
Moderate (min/week) 184.45 ± 174.23 
Vigorous (min/week) 269.20 ± 206.32 
*No participants reported a sex other than male or 
female, so that option is not reported in this table 
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Results from multiple linear regression 
models can be found in Table 2 for moderate 
intensity PA and Table 3 for vigorous intensity 
PA. Those that follow health and fitness 
accounts participate in moderate intensity PA. 
average 42.90 more min/week than those who 
do not when controlling for sex, residence, how 
often an individual uses social media, and what 
time of day social media is used. This effect is 
not statistically significant (p=0.21) but may be 
interesting to note. Also of note is the effect of 
amount of social media use on moderate 
intensity PA.  

When compared to those that use social 
media less than one hour per day, those who 
used social media between 1-2 hours report on 
average 104.96 fewer minutes of moderate PA 
per week (p=0.02) and those who used social 
media between 3-4 hours per day report on 
average 116.65 fewer minutes of moderate PA 

per week (p=0.01). Time of day that social 
media is accessed most may also be associated 
with moderate PA. Those who accessed social 
media most in the evening reported 
participating in, on average, 126.81 fewer 
minutes of moderate intensity PA per week 
compared to those who access social media 
most in the morning (p=0.04).  

While not statistically significant 
(p=0.06), those who accessed social media most 
in the afternoon reported, on average 116.48 
minutes per week fewer than those who most 
engaged with social media in the morning. The 
results regarding vigorous PA, however, are 
different. Those that followed health and fitness 
accounts participated in vigorous intensity PA 
only an average of 0.02 more min/week than 
those who do not when controlling for sex, 
residence, how often an individual uses social 
media, and what time of day social media is used. 

Table 2.  
Moderate Physical Activity Regression Model 

Parameter β Estimate SE t-value p-value 
BMI -3.31 2.98 -1.11 0.27 
Sex     
     Females -46.74 30.93 -1.73 0.08 
     Males1 - - - - 
Residence 
     Home of parents/relatives  -49.28 37.86 -1.30 0.19 
     Own home/apartment -21.57 31.22 -0.69 0.49 
     With other family members -155.77 182.80 -0.85 0.40 
     Other -31.80 91.73 -0.35 0.73 
     University-Owned Housing1 - - - - 
Social Media Use: hours/day 
     1-2 Hours -108.02 44.08 -2.45 0.02* 
     3-4 Hours -120.91 45.61 -2.65 0.01** 
     5+ Hours -7.64 65.00 -0.12 0.91 
     <1 Hour1 - - - - 
Social Media Use: time of day 
     Mid-Day -86.64 86.34 -1.00 0.32 
     Afternoon -108.53 62.53 -1.74 0.08 
     Evening -122.56 60.52 -2.03 0.04* 
     Morning1 - - - - 
Follows Health & Fitness Account 
     Yes 42.90 30.93 1.39 0.17 
     No1 - - - - 
*p<0.05 **p<0.01 1Indicates reference group for this variable. 
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This effect is not statistically significant 
(p=1.00). Interestingly, there seems to be no 
statistically significant effect of number of hours 

per day social media is used on vigorous 
intensity PA, nor an association with time of day 
that social media is most used

 
Discussion  
 

This study aimed to explore social 
media use characteristics and PA in a 
representative sample of college students. Most 
participants in the sample use social media daily 
(96.6%), which is not unlike national samples.11 
Further, almost 79% of the sample follows some 
sort of health and fitness channel on social 
media and it is clear in the literature that young 
people are getting health information from 
social media.20 Data from the present study do 
not indicate students who are receiving health 
and fitness content are participating more in 
favorable health behavior. Indeed, there is no 
statistically significant effect of following these 

social media channels on either moderate or 
vigorous PA.  

Despite this lack of significant effect, 
literature suggests social media seems to be a 
potential intervention strategy for changing 
health behaviors, including increasing PA.21–23 
However, it should be noted that almost all of 
the currently existing intervention studies used 
Facebook as the social media platform in the 
interventions.24 Out of three interventions 
specifically in college students with the goal of 
increasing PA, two used Facebook and one used 
a platform unique to the study.25–27 Facebook 
may be useful as a tool to increase social support 

Table 3.  
Vigorous Physical Activity Regression Model 

Parameter β Estimate SE t-value p-value 
BMI -0.30 3.47 -0.09 0.93 
Sex     
     Females -91.34 31.28 -2.92 0.004** 
     Males1 - - - - 
Residence     
     Home of parents/relatives  -76.58 45.54 -1.68 0.09 
     Own home/apartment -64.58 34.20 -1.89 0.06 
     With other family members -277.76 219.52 -1.27 0.21 
     Other -102.78 109.08 -0.94 0.35 
     University-Owned Housing1 - - - - 
Social Media Use: hours/day     
     1-2 Hours 2.98 51.09 0.06 0.95 
     3-4 Hours -29.56 52.65 -0.56 0.58 
     5+ Hours 50.33 73.24 0.69 0.49 
     <1 Hour1 - - - - 
Social Media Use: time of day     
     Mid-Day -39.95 97.47 -0.41 0.68 
     Afternoon 48.90 75.22 0.65 0.52 
     Evening 32.51 72.93 0.45 0.66 
     Morning1 - - - - 
Follows Health & Fitness Account     
     Yes 0.17 38.90 0.00 1.00 
     No1 - - - - 
*p<0.05 **p<0.01 1Indicates reference group for this variable. 
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and encourage PA behaviors.26 If the goal is to 
reach all college students, however, data from 
the present study indicate that Facebook may 
not be reaching the general college student, as 
only 52.4% of the sample reported using 
Facebook each day. Facebook had the lowest 
engagement of all social media platforms 
included in this questionnaire; this tends to 
differ from studies looking at social media use 
across adulthood.28  

There is some evidence that people 
who are not regularly physically active can be 
influenced to be active through content such as 
workout posts.28 However, the present sample 
suggests health and fitness channels as they exist 
now do not seem to be associated with more PA 
in the sample of college aged participants. 
Perhaps the content is not effectively promoting 
PA behavior or the students are not actually 
seeing or engaging with that content, due to 
social media algorithms that are unknown to the 
public.29 Further qualitative studies focusing on 
accurately assessing what health and fitness-
related content college aged students are 
viewing and interacting with on their social 
media feeds is warranted. This type of analysis 
will provide much needed insight to researchers 
who intend to use social media as an 
intervention tool for behavior change, 
specifically an increase in PA behavior.   

This study did have strengths, one of 
which is reflected in the sample itself. This is the 
first survey to the research team’s knowledge 
that surveyed a sample that was not comprised 
of those students only enrolled in PA 
participation classes.13 Since enrollment in these 
types of classes may already influence a 
participant’s PA behavior, the present sample 
may be more generalizable to a student body. 
Additionally, this is the first study to the 
research team’s knowledge that contained 
survey questions specifically related to health 
and fitness accounts on social media. 
Descriptive data of this kind is essential when 
examining social media as a potential 
intervention strategy for PA. An additional 
strength is related to the demographics of the 
students surveyed. The research team was able 
to recruit a sample that is representative of the 
student body of the university. Temple 

University is an urban campus, so the results 
may not be generalizable to all college campuses.  

Many of the weaknesses of this study 
are a result of the survey study design. The data 
presented are cross-sectional in nature, 
therefore, no causal relationships were able to be 
explored. Additionally, the sample size is small 
relative to a typical college campus and was 
predominantly female. While a smaller sample 
size may be acceptable for the first steps of 
establishing these relationships, further surveys 
should be conducted in a larger sample. Finally, 
there are limits to the generalizability of this 
study. While participants were not limited to 
belonging to the University’s College of Public 
Health, classes in the College were used as a 
starting point for recruitment. This convenience 
sample may lead to a higher proportion of 
participants who are interested in health and 
fitness.  

The survey questions also may have led 
to some challenges that provide opportunities 
for further research studies to capitalize on. The 
PA survey questions were from the 
International Physical Activity Questionnaire - 
Short Form. These have been validated in a 
college-aged sample,18 but did not seem to result 
in an overall average realistic response in the 
sample. For example, the average amount of 
vigorous PA in the sample was 269.2 ± 206.3 
minutes per week. There is a known tendency 
for individuals to over report PA,30 particularly 
college students using IPAQ,31 and some of the 
relationships analyzed as part of this study may 
be affected as a result. The variability in PA data 
indicates a need for objectively collected PA 
data in a college aged sample as a next step. 
While there are no validated survey questions 
regarding social media for this population to the 
researcher’s knowledge, social media can be 
challenging to research because of the 
constantly changing nature of platform 
popularity. For example, this survey did not 
include TikTok and only one participant 
reported using it regularly under the response of 
“Other.” While the options presented were 
reasonable for the time of the initial survey, 
TikTok has become increasingly popular and 
would need to be included in further surveys.    
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Additional research may be of interest 
to universities in different locations. As 
previously mentioned, this survey was 
conducted on an urban campus. Perhaps this is 
not generalizable to, for example, a rural college 
town. Next steps could involve looking at 
different university locations with similar 
surveys to see if results differ between 
institutions. While this survey is the first of its 
kind to question participants on health and 
fitness accounts specifically, more research 
needs to be done regarding what specifically 
these students are seeing. This will be crucial for 
social media intervention design and 
implementation to ultimately increase PA in 
college aged students. Finally, many college 
students are experiencing a strain on their 
mental health in terms of being overwhelmed, 
stressed, exhausted, and/or lonely.3 PA is often 
cited for its brain health benefits (reduced 
anxiety and depression risk; improved quality of 
life), so increasing PA in college students is of 
the utmost importance1 It remains unclear if 
social media is responsible for mental health 
problems among young adults, though one 
study suggests how social media is used may be 
more insightful than general use patterns.32 

Thus, future studies intervening upon PA using 
social media, or further exploring relationships 
between the two, may want to include mental 
health as a secondary outcome variable to 
ensure the intervention is protecting and not 
further affecting their mental health.   

In conclusion, this study provides 
descriptive statistics for an urban university 
regarding social media use and PA behavior. 
There were no statistically significant 
differences in self-reported PA behavior 
between those that follow health and fitness 
social media accounts and those that do not. 
However, the difference in moderate intensity 
PA may be practically significant; those that 
follow health and fitness accounts on average 
reported engaging in 42.9 min/week more 
compared to those that do not follow health and 
fitness accounts. Time spent on social media per 
day seems to be associated with moderate PA, 
as well as time of day social media is most 
accessed. Results from this study could be used 
to inform further social-media related research 
in college students, as well as inform 
professionals who use social media as a tool to 
encourage PA behaviors in college students.  
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