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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of sports content on social
media on increasing physical activity in Generation Z, with physical comparison
serving as a mediating factor. This was an applied, descriptive-survey study. The
sample consisted of 179 Generation Z members who had active user accounts on
Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube social networks. Data was collected through
questionnaires using convenience sampling from these individuals. Partial Least
Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) was used for data analysis. The
findings showed that social media sports content influenced increased physical
activity in this generation both directly and indirectly through the mediating role of
physical comparison. As a result, by adopting a balanced approach and raising
awareness about the unrealistic nature of much of this content, the motivational
power of social media can be harnessed to encourage young people toward a more
active lifestyle.
Keywords: Generation Z, Social Media, Sports Content, Structural Equation
Modeling

Introduction

Social media platforms, particularly Facebook and Instagram, play a pivotal role in
shaping young people's physical activity behaviors. Content from sports brands like
Nike and influential figures powerfully impacts youth, as the digital era has
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transformed the sports market and the effectiveness of sports imagery on social
media is influenced by audience perceptions (Nosrati et al., 2023). Engaging sports
content in diverse formats can capture young people's attention and encourage active
lifestyles (Kiani & Nazari, 2021).

Generation Z, born between 1996 and 2010 (Fromm & Read, 2018), represents the
first generation of digital natives. Unlike digital pioneers, Gen Z was born during
peak technological flourishing and social network expansion, maintaining strong
online presence and virtual brand interactions (Hidayat et al., 2023). Social media
use is more extensive among Gen Z than other generations (Parkash & Rai, 2017),
with daily reliance on Instagram, Snapchat, and YouTube (Shatto & Erwin, 2016).
However, smartphones enable sedentary recreational activities (Ozkan & Solmaz,
2015). Gen Z is motivated for physical activity when attractive factors outweigh
deterrents (Hashim, Kamaruddin & Jantan, 2015), primarily seeking physical and
mental health benefits through regular exercise (Prabawati & Hidayah Ambarita,
2022).

Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954) suggests individuals evaluate their
appearance against media beauty ideals, often causing body dissatisfaction (Want,
2009). This intensifies on social networks where idealized images proliferate and peer
comparisons increase (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015), particularly affecting Gen Z as
heavy social media users (Seemiller & Grace, 2017).

Despite contradictory research findings on social media's impact on youth physical
activity (Hudimova et al., 2021; Abidin et al., 2024), significant gaps remain in
understanding optimal use of sports content for promoting Gen Z physical activity.
The present study addresses this gap by comprehensively examining the mediating
role of physical comparison between social media sports content and Gen Z physical
activity levels an area previously unexplored independently. By focusing specifically
on Gen Z's unique characteristics, this research can inform effective public health
strategies and provide practical solutions for leveraging social media's potential to
promote active lifestyles, ultimately benefiting both Gen Z and broader society.

Methodology

This research was applied in purpose and descriptive-survey in methodology. The
statistical population consisted of Generation Z individuals with active accounts on
social networks (Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube). Data were collected online

through convenience sampling using a researcher-made questionnaire developed
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based on literature review and expert panel opinions (5 specialists in media and
sports).

The questionnaire comprised four sections: demographic information, exposure to
sports content on social media, physical comparison, and physical activity level.
Content validity was evaluated through Content Validity Ratio (CVR) and Content
Validity Index (CVI) with participation of 10 experts, including 6 university
professors in sports science and media and 4 social media specialists. Experts
assessed each question for necessity, relevance, and clarity. Questions with CVR
below 0.62 were removed or modified. The overall CVI was calculated at 0.89,
exceeding the acceptable threshold of 0.79. After two revision rounds, the final
questionnaire consisted of 35 questions across four sections.

Section one included 5 demographic questions collecting information on age, gender,
education, daily social media usage time, and preferred platforms. Section two
contained 10 questions with a 5-point Likert scale measuring exposure to sports
content on social media, with sample questions such as "How often do you see
physical activity and sports content on Instagram?" Section three comprised 12
questions with a 5-point Likert scale evaluating physical comparison, including items
like "When I see sports photos on social media, I compare myself to them." Section
four included 8 questions assessing physical activity levels, such as "How many days
did you engage in vigorous physical activity last week?"

Following Hooman's (2005) recommendation of minimum 5-15 observations per
variable for structural equation modeling, the minimum required sample size was
estimated at 105 participants. A total of 200 samples were targeted, ultimately
yielding 179 complete responses. Given the presence of latent variables and non-
normal data distribution, Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-
SEM), developed by Herman Wold in the 1970s, was employed using SmartPLS 3
software. This method is suitable for non-normal data, small sample sizes, and
multicollinearity situations (Compeau & Higgins, 1995). Validity was assessed
through cross-factor loadings, convergent validity, divergent validity, and Average
Variance Extracted (AVE), while reliability was evaluated through composite
reliability and Cronbach's alpha. All ethical principles were observed, including
informed consent, confidentiality assurance, and withdrawal rights, with ethical

approval obtained from the university ethics committee.
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Findings

Measurement Model Evaluation

Table 1 presents the results of Average Variance Extracted (AVE), Composite
Reliability (CR), and Cronbach's Alpha calculations. All research variables

demonstrated acceptable reliability and validity indices.

Table 1. The results of Average Variance Extracted (AVE), Composite Reliability
(CR), and Cronbach's Alpha

Average Variance Composite Average Variance
Extracted Reliability Extracted

Physical comparison 0.89 0.92 0.76
Facebook 0.90 0.90 0.77
Physical activity level 0.89 0.93 0.82
Instagram 0.89 0.88 0.80
Sports content 0.86 0.90 0.71
Youtube 0.85 0.91 0.71

Structural Model Evaluation

Following measurement model testing, the structural model examining relationships
between latent variables was assessed. Figure 1 presents the tested conceptual model
with standardized path coeflicients derived from regression equations between

variables.
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Figure 1. Path Coefficients and Factor Loadings of Variables
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In PLS software, the t-statistic indicates the significance of variable effects. Values
greater than 1.96 and 2.58 confirm research hypotheses at 95% and 99% confidence
levels, respectively. Figure 2 shows t-statistic values for examining the significance of
path coeflicients and factor loadings.

als Q16 a7 Qg
F. - kS E

. \ !
49,888 83087 20396 43 595
% s
o -
Qos .
i .
50.893 /" Comparing ™,
1547773 A Physical
oy 4272928 Appearance

35484 26.443 8310
3 Facebook -

31,636 / %

aos S~

*34.245 23
Q10 47371 ——18511 394

431824 b
o YouTube W ey, ™. p

19.834 29.445 53 A'Znglj a5g 46.323 72.930 :ﬁ' Lol 66.272

Qi2 - p  Content™\ ‘ fysical

T o . ¥ - . « Acﬂﬁw .
Toi peenby Qo1 Qo2 Qo3 Qo4 aia 820 azi

4533127
Q14

Instagram

Figure 2. t-statistic Values for Examining the Significance of Path Coefficients and Factor

Loadings

Table 2 presents path coefficients, standard deviations, t-statistics, and significance
levels for each path in the model examining sports content impact on physical

activity levels among Gen Z.

Table 2. Path Coefficients and t-test of the Structural Model

Path Standard t- p-
Coeficient Deviation statistic | value
Physical Comparison - Physical Activity Level 0.58 0.07 831 0.001
Sports Content - Physical Comparison 0.76 0.02 26.44 0.001
Sports Content - Physical Activity Level 0.34 0.07 4.39 0.001

Based on Table 2 and the significance of path coeflicients, the sports content on
social media variable with a path coefficient of 0.34 and the physical comparison
variable with a path coeflicient of 0.58 significantly affect physical activity levels
among Generation Z. The sports content on social media variable with a path
coefficient of 0.76 significantly influences individuals' physical comparison.
Additionally, this study employed the VAF (Variance Accounted For) criterion to
determine the strength of the indirect effect through the mediating variable. VAF is a

measure ranging from 0 to 1, indicating that the closer the value is to 1, the stronger
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the indirect effect, and it measures the ratio of indirect effects to total effects. VAF
was calculated using formula (1), yielding a value of 0.56 in this study. This value
demonstrates that more than 56% of the impact of sports content on social media on
Generation Z's physical activity levels is explained indirectly through the mediating

variable of physical comparison.

VAF=222 (1)

Conclusion

This study demonstrates a significant relationship between sports content on social
media and physical activity levels among Generation Z. The findings are particularly
important in the digital era where social media constitutes an inseparable part of
young people's daily lives. This relationship operates through two main pathways:
first, a direct relationship through creating motivation and inspiration for pursuing a
more active lifestyle; and second, an indirect relationship through the mediating role
of physical comparison. Observing images and videos of active individuals and
athletes on social media involves young users comparing their physical appearance,
which may lead to dissatisfaction with their physical condition and create motivation
to increase physical activity levels.

These findings align with previous studies. Hayes (2022) emphasized social media's
potential in inspiring physical activity, while Smith et al. (2023) reported a positive
relationship between Instagram sports content consumption and physical activity
levels among students. Sports content on social media can have both positive and
negative consequences. Positively, it can encourage youth to pursue athletic goals,
strengthen motivation, and increase self-confidence. Negatively, promoting
unrealistic fitness and body beauty standards may lead to feelings of hopelessness,
poor body image, and destructive comparisons. Psychologically, these physical
comparisons can affect social cognition processes and lead to distorted self-
perceptions, potentially resulting in eating disorders, social anxiety, depression, and
other mental health problems. Fardouly & Vartanian (2015) demonstrated that heavy
Facebook use is associated with increased appearance comparison, potentially
leading to greater body image concerns.

To optimally leverage the positive relationship between social media and Gen Z
physical activity, specific policy recommendations are proposed, including designing
media literacy workshops in high schools and universities, developing educational

packages for parents, creating specialized platforms for diverse sports content
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emphasizing health goals rather than mere appearance, and establishing regulations
for labeling edited or unrealistic content. Future research suggestions include
conducting 2-3 year longitudinal studies, comparative intergenerational studies, and
using standardized international instruments.

Study limitations include focus on Gen Z limiting generalizability, convenience
sampling potentially causing selection bias, lack of examination of cultural and
socioeconomic differences, absence of longitudinal data limiting causal inference,
and uncontrolled confounding variables such as economic status, family sports

history, and facility access.
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