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Introduction: The deep integration of media technologies into fitness activities in the era of digital intelligence has created a new and evolving landscape for public fitness. This transformation significantly impacts the practices and experiences of fitness.

Methods: This study employs Internet ethnography as a qualitative research methodology, focusing on the daily activities of participants in a digital fitness community known as the K-community. Through immersive observation and analysis, the research seeks to uncover the evolving patterns and characteristics of fitness practices in China during the digital era.

Results: As media technology and network culture advance, participants in digital fitness increasingly display fragmented, digitized, entertaining, ritualized, and highly socialized behaviors. These traits reflect the community’s desire for varied and complex exercise experiences within the context of modern technology.

Discussion: The evolution of fitness behavior not only reflects the operational principles of contemporary media technologies but also encapsulates the essence of popular culture in the digital age. This study enhances our comprehension of fitness practices in digital environments and their wider cultural ramifications.
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1 Introduction

Research has demonstrated that physical activity (PA) is a crucial factor in enhancing the health of individuals at all life stages (1). PA promotes normal growth, mental and physical health, sleep quality, and chronic disease prevention and reduction (2). Lack of PA is a confirmed risk factor for premature death and some non-communicable diseases (3). Despite the many benefits of PA for individuals and society, there are still 27.5% of adults (4) and over 81% of adolescents (5) who have not met the aerobic exercise recommendations proposed in the “2010 Global Recommendations on Physical Activity for Health” (6). Fitness apps have gained popularity due to COVID-19 restrictions, catering to public fitness and social interaction needs (7). The introduction of fitness apps has transformed the way people engage in fitness activities. Strategies such as setting explicit objectives, tracking progress, soliciting performance evaluations, accepting incentives, seeking social support, and gaining guidance from a coach appear to be particularly effective in promoting physical activity and fostering positive habits (8). Existing research mostly focuses on the following factors connected to fitness apps. First, research on the functional design of Fitness apps. Gratification is an important theoretical basis for the design of Fitness apps (9), for which the use of gamified and socialized design is beneficial to meet users’ needs for social interaction, entertainment, and enjoyment of Life (10). Existing fitness apps have functions such as GPS tracking, recording, motivation, and evaluation, which are beneficial for enhancing user motivation (11), accurately measuring energy intake and expenditure (12), precisely recording timely information on PA, and providing scientific evaluation (13). Second, regarding the functional preferences of Fitness apps and users’ attitudes and intentions. Fitness app success relies on a combination of functions, with motivational features attracting different user groups. Younger, female, high BMI users are more inclined toward gamified functions (14). Specifically, price, information quality, perceived entertainment value, perceived security risk, and perceived ease of use will affect users’ attitudes and intentions to use Fitness apps (15). Similar research has once again confirmed that users’ intentions to use Fitness apps are influenced by habits, perceived playability, health consciousness, perceived performance, and price value (16). Third, research has demonstrated that the implementation of five behavior change methods (BCTs) can significantly improve individuals’ physical fitness, cardiorespiratory fitness, and body composition. These strategies encompass routine self-monitoring, devising action plans and setting goals, evaluating behavioral objectives, providing performance feedback, and demonstrating the execution of desired behaviors within fitness applications. This is supported by other studies and a systematic review, confirming the effectiveness of fitness apps (17–19).

Fitness apps improve contemporary exercise habits by altering traditional fitness practices (11). Hence, it is imperative to investigate the patterns and attributes of public fitness behaviors within the framework of media technology. Unfortunately, prior research on public fitness behaviors in the mobile internet era has primarily relied on content analysis, randomized controlled trials, and cluster analysis, lacking the use of qualitative research to investigate novel characteristics (20). This paper aims to close the gap.

In the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic, China’s government regulations and the “Internet + Fitness” push have led to a significant increase in online fitness engagement. The number of users of fitness apps in China had reached 165 million by the end of 2019 (21). In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic significantly boosted the popularity of digital fitness, resulting in a notable 93.3% surge in the number of people using digital fitness platforms (22). This study investigates the K Community, which is China’s largest user base for digital fitness, through the application of Internet ethnography and Meyrowitz’s media ecology theory. This study examines the impact of digital technology on public fitness practices, specifically inside virtual networks and digital environments. It provides valuable insights for advancing intelligent public fitness initiatives.



2 Methods


2.1 Exploring digital fitness practices: the selection of Internet ethnography methods

Internet ethnography is an ethnographic method that uses the internet’s virtual environment to study behavioral characteristics, interaction processes, and cultural meanings. It uses internet expression platforms and interactive tools to collect data and interpret cyberspace’s meanings (23, 24). Internet ethnography research involves various methods, typically including observation, participant observation, in-depth interviews, and text analysis. The operational steps mainly involve selecting and locating virtual fields, participant observation and data collection, and data analysis with reflective interpretation (25). This paper employs a relatively low-invasive internet ethnographic method to delve deeper into the current behavioral tendencies and characteristics of mass fitness in China. This method is based on observation and participant observation, supplemented by interviews and memos (26). It aims to examine the emerging fitness phenomenon from various perspectives, explore the impact of digital fitness practices on fitness users, and focus on the deeper meanings of mass fitness behavior in the digital age.

Based on the virtual field selection principles of relevance, frequency, heterogeneity, and richness, we established the K community as the observation field. The K Community, which is a pioneer in China’s exercise and fitness industry, has the most participants and active users. After gaining a preliminary understanding of the community through more than a month of pre-surveys, we immersed ourselves in the community for 9 months, gathering firsthand empirical data on the fitness participation of digital fitness users.



2.2 The virtual field presentation: in-depth immersion in the K fitness community

Launched in 2015, The K Community is a network fitness community that utilizes mobile internet technology. It offers a one-stop sports solution, including fitness instruction, socializing, dietary guidance, and equipment purchasing. With over 200 million registered users as of 2020, it is the hottest digital fitness platform in China (27).

After gaining a comprehensive understanding of the community’s access mechanisms, inherent attributes, section content, and humanized functions in July 2020, two researchers officially entered the K Community in August 2020. One of the two researchers is a user with 6 years of digital fitness experience (more insightful), and the other has never participated in digital fitness (more neutral). Both data collection and analysis adopt unified standards to ensure the objectivity of the data collection and analysis process to the greatest extent. The research journey, which included three stages of being an observer as a fitness participant, actively interacting as a fitness user, and reflecting as a researcher, lasted for 9 months. This study adopts purposive sampling. Initially, we entered the community for covert observation after explaining the research purpose to the community gatekeepers, collecting archival data such as posts (215), images (3304), emoji comments (1986), and audiovisual videos (122) from the popular sections of the K Community that reflect the behavior and attitudes of fitness participants (obtained by copying from the online community and members’ existing computer-mediated communication). Subsequently, we gradually identified ourselves, and, according to Delbert Miller, the usual practice in qualitative research is to interview 20–30 people (28). So, we sent online interview invitations to 38 interactive people, 26 active users, and 9 opinion leaders who have more than half a year’s fitness experience and posted and commented frequently in the K Community. In the end, 29 interactors (see Table 1), 17 active users, and 4 opinion leaders (see Table 2) accepted our online interview invitation. We questioned the participants about their daily fitness experiences and attitudes toward digital fitness. (1) What were the motivations behind your decision to engage in digital fitness? (2) What kind of experience have you gained from participating in digital fitness? (3) How has digital fitness changed you? (4) What are your thoughts on digital fitness? Finally, we collected nearly 150,000 words of field notes—obtained from written research reports, memos, and observation logs—through observation, recording, organizing, feedback, and reflection on the interactions and meanings of K Community members. These first-hand archived data, bootstrapped data, and field notes collected through internet ethnographic methods provide a more in-depth examination of user participation in digital fitness compared to quantitative research methods. As we gradually learn more about the real K Community and continue to enter and reinterpret it, we discover and comprehend the new elements contributing to mass fitness in digital experiences, mediated contexts, fluid spaces, and interactive arenas. The entire research process strictly followed ethical principles such as informed consent, compensation for interviewees, and privacy of participants. And we were approved by the Institutional Review Board of the corresponding authors.



TABLE 1 Selected online interactive users in the K Community.
[image: Table1]



TABLE 2 Online interview participants selected from Community K.
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3 Results

Emerging mobile fitness media technologies have transformed traditional fitness experiences by embedding behaviors within virtual networks and digital landscapes, transforming fitness behaviors from physical spaces to virtual networks and digital landscapes (29). The study on Community K reveals that in the digital age, fitness users’ exercise participation behaviors have evolved due to technological advancements and cultural shifts, exhibiting trends of fragmentation, digitization, entertainment, ritualization, and socialization.


3.1 Fragmentation: examining the fragmentation and fluidity of fitness in time and space

In the current era where 5G technology, smartphones, and digital terminals permeate everyday life practices, the emergence and popularity of new fitness modalities based on the internet and new media are changing the storage forms of fitness information and the ways of acquiring bodily experiences. This has resulted in the division of fitness behaviors among exercise participants, which is marked by a distinct separation of time and flexibility of space. On the one hand, time, as one of the fundamental material dimensions of human life, is not only a basic intrinsic variable of social development but also an important measure of social behavior (30). Fitness in the digital age, with its portable and instant media characteristics, breaks the temporal limitations and oppression of past exercise participation. In addition to providing the convenience of engaging in physical activities at any time, platforms like K offer various fitness courses such as “3 min Swan Neck Training,” “5 min Explosive Manoeuvre,” and “One Song Fat Burning Exercise” of different durations, intensities, functions, and types. These courses repurpose the previously “idle” in-between time—brief, temporary, fragmentary, and practically meaningless moments (31). The majority of users in the K Community reported: “Cycling with a fitness app on the way home from work” (@J***, K15), “Practicing a set of shoulder and neck relaxation yoga during lunch break” (@A**, K11), and “Doing some strength training with videos during the children’s post-dinner free time” (P12, 38 years old). Modern society has seen an increase in multi-segment, short-duration, high-frequency exercise patterns as a result of the accelerated pace of work, the consumption of personal leisure time by various socialized identities, and urbanization. Individuals in the mobile internet era desire to participate in exercise while dealing with different social lives, resulting in time fragmentation to meet exercise needs, commute issues, physical and mental health, and professional development goals. This training setting matches the “digital existence” needs of today’s people.

On the other hand, the spatiotemporal structure of the network society is undergoing a transformation from traditional local space to fluid space, also known as the space of flows (30). With the superior mobility and portability of mobile smart devices, digital fitness in the mobile internet era has dissolved the boundaries between physical and digital spaces, liberating the body from fixed geographical locations (32). People’s current exercise behaviors are more “fragmented” compared to past exercise behaviors in designated places and at dedicated times. The majority of users in Community K (Participant 14, 31 years old), “It’s precisely because media technology can extend the fitness field to cover homes, workplaces, communities, outdoors, park squares, gyms, and even the roads leading to them (in-between space).” This means that the public’s participation in fitness activities or professional training is no longer limited to specific spaces. The vigorous development of this more open and activity-based rather than location-based fitness approach not only broadens the flexibility of individual exercise space choices and strengthens control over personal exercise spaces but also enhances the diversity of daily workouts for fitness participants. Furthermore, the combined influence of work hours, commuting patterns, and residential locations (33), as well as gender responsibilities and household division of labor, intensifies the spatial fragmentation of public fitness behaviors (34, 35).



3.2 Digitalization: body presentation visualization and data-driven operation

With the decreasing costs of wearable devices, sensor technology, mobile smart terminals, and the increasing ubiquity of fitness media, fitness activities based on information technology are becoming a new way of life and interaction (36), gradually showing a tendency toward “datafication.” This datafication trend is evident in how fitness participants display their fitness trajectories, how they present their physical status, and how they showcase their exercise achievements.

First, as digital data recording and storing of human behavioral traces has grown in popularity and demand in recent years (36, 37), media technology has given previously boring and monotonous exercise data more fun and extensibility, enabling fitness participants to assert, display, and review themselves. By analyzing the observations of the K Community, it is evident that fitness participants in the current era of mobile internet not only use GPS positioning to track their location, but also document their fitness journey, lifestyle, and outlook on life through weekly or yearly reports that feature visual evidence of their progress and initial starting point. In addition, they employ their bodies as “brushes” to artistically document personal experiences through the use of fitness media and the monitoring capabilities depicted in Figures 1, 2 (@X***, K16), showcasing their distinctiveness and artistic perspectives. Therefore, by incorporating highly accurate numerical data, the digitized fitness footprints provide added value that extends beyond fitness.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Digital running records.


[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Digital running path.


Furthermore, with the advent of the data-driven era of the quantified self, the functional types of fitness media have gradually expanded from tracking physiological indicators to monitoring body shape data. This shift has encouraged an increasing number of fitness participants to participate in fitness practices that manage and express their physical state in a data-driven manner. One can regularly upload their body data to the cloud, including height, weight, and body dimensions, to create intuitive body shape graphs (@X***, KG10). They can also record physiological indicators during exercise, such as calorie consumption, heart rate, blood pressure, body fat, and lung capacity, or even showcase their external body through digital imagery (@W**, KG12). The popularity of digital fitness has enabled people to transition from a subjective experience to an objective, visual consideration of their physical state in their daily fitness practices (38), especially under the “cultivation” of convenient features such as automatic monitoring and proactive reminders from fitness applications. Pursuing a digital body shape has become a lifestyle belief for fitness participants. These seemingly “real,” “credible,” and “scientific” visualized body data have propelled the trends of “quantified self” and “body digitalism”.

In the era of mobile connectivity, where fitness participants can experience every aspect of daily life in a quantified way through mediated technology (39), the journey to document every workout and celebrate every compliment and milestone has begun—a digital voyage showcasing individual athletic achievements (likes, followers, comments, exercise levels, and rankings). For the fitness community within the K platform, the likes, attention, and volume of comments garnered during exercise represent more than just tech-driven social interactions; they signify recognition of individual fitness behaviors, attitudes, identities, and values. In the digital fitness process, visualized data empowers fitness participants to assert, “You are your data” (40). As media technology surpasses the constraints of subjective emotions, it affirms self-achievement in a more objective manner (41). In today’s internet age, where exercise experiences and fitness results are no longer mere personal recollections but observable, tangible, and shareable digital events, digitizing fitness participation has become increasingly prominent.



3.3 Entertainment: the fun and gamification of exercise participation

The advent of the internet and new media has revolutionized the concept of exercise, making it a more engaging and enjoyable activity. Exercises now incorporate various entertainment features and gaming elements that enhance physical fitness. This has resulted in a more gamified and enjoyable approach to exercise and fitness interactions, with training becoming a monotonous and repetitive activity.

The K Fitness Community aims to transform the public’s impression of fitness activities as boring and monotonous. It achieves this by combining the inherent processes of fitness activities with digital games, resulting in increased user engagement and enjoyment. The K Fitness Community enables the “Born Digital” generation, who are accustomed to a digital world, to participate in more engaging fitness activities by incorporating various elements of play and exercise. These include earning points by tracking mileage, collecting medals through exercise, and receiving rewards for check-ins, as shown in Figures 3, 4 (42). These individuals, who were born in the 80s and 90s and are a key part of the fitness community, are highly adaptable and open to incorporating trendy and intriguing gaming elements into their fitness routines. As a result, they are more likely to be drawn to the virtual gaming scenarios created by digital fitness media. Media technology utilizes multidimensional game features, rich motivational approaches, and engaging experiences to generate a process known as “happy activities.” This process, in turn, fosters an attitude to exercise participation that is centered upon enjoyment (43).

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 Digital fitness career.
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FIGURE 4
 Digital fitness level.


On the other hand, the proliferation of mobile intelligent terminals and media technology in the digital age provides a foundation for embedding various game elements or mechanisms into human daily fitness practices. The popularity of features and content, such as the fitness friend’s leaderboard and exercise task challenges (player killing) in Community K, intensifies the fitness participants’ perception of competition and victory as the essence of exercise. “Competition and winning make sports,” said P18, a 41-year-old, expressing their desire for real-time visibility of their exercise ranking. “It’s exciting to let my fitness friends see my workout rank in real-time” (@L***, KG11). The popularity of fitness ranking stems from its ability to appeal to individuals’ competitive and demanding inclinations, facilitate comparison and contact among people, and meet their desire for active involvement, presence, and self-identification. As a result, it encourages fitness participants to increase their engagement and physical experience in fitness—a non-gaming context. Whether it’s the exercise leaderboard, a representative of indirect competition in gamification (44), or the exercise PK match, a representative of direct competition in gamification (45), both are significant sources of motivation that evoke a sense of participation, excitement, achievement, and connection in the exercise context. The technological characteristics and media logic of online fitness platforms in the mobile internet era gradually shape the gamified interaction behaviors of fitness participants, embodying a positive approach to interpersonal interaction and social relationship construction.



3.4 Ritualization: the fitness journey’s representation and performance

In today’s technological and media era, the importance of fitness for the general public has evolved beyond its practical purpose. This is largely due to media technology’s influence on portraying health ideals and shaping body perceptions. As a result, fitness has started to encompass more socio-cultural dimensions. When individuals engage in fitness activities with the intention of communicating or performing (46), their actions, such as setting goals before entering the gym, giving feedback during workouts, and sharing post-workout images, naturally take on ritualistic qualities.

Firstly, due to the increasing popularity of social media in recent years, it has been common practice to establish weight reduction goals. The era of mobile internet has rearranged and reorganized conventional norms and culture, such as “military orders” and “wishing,” in a novel manner. Historically, military orders and well-wishing practices typically entailed the formal signature of a mission promise prior to engaging in combat, accompanied by the expression of favorable desires. In the era of mobile internet, traditional rituals are becoming less complex and less sacred. However, the use of textual and visual symbolic metaphors helps to maintain the spirit and emotional impact of the weight loss flag ceremony. Thus, within the K Community, those who are new to fitness typically establish ambitious objectives with a competitive mindset, such as “Either achieve weight loss or face dire consequences!” In order to motivate themselves, individuals (@X***, KG7) actively seek inspiration. The approach to establishing fitness objectives, which involves a combination of self-deprecating humor and sincere supplication, is indicative of the anxiety individuals experience regarding their physical appearance due to the societal emphasis on the ideal body image in digital consumer culture. Furthermore, it serves as a medium for individuals to convey their unique sense of self and principles, which they actively seek to acquire in order to achieve emotional solace and spiritual reinforcement. In the era of digital fitness, individuals participating in exercise are unconsciously transferring old rituals onto online platforms in an effort to delegate their weight loss aspirations to external entities by establishing fitness objectives (47).

Second, exercise check-ins, which are part of the “Internet + Sports” application in nationwide fitness, have become a common activity pattern in recent years (48). These check-ins also serve as a behavior for recording and displaying to achieve recognition and resonance (49). As a form of media practice, fitness participants, whether they are passively completing the sign-in tasks set by the system after finishing their exercise plans or actively providing feedback on their workout conditions and results after participating in exercise, are becoming a widespread and frequent ritualistic behavior in the fitness process during the mobile internet era. Individuals or specific groups engage in this check-in behavior in daily life, both in expression and practice (50), which is more akin to the long-standing tradition of “keeping a diary” in Chinese history and represents a new manifestation of the diary-writing ritual in the mobile internet age. The check-in reminder function in the K Community, as well as the standardized and proceduralized process settings, provide a media mirror for fitness participants to reflect their self-planning awareness, personal quality traits, and sense of order in daily life. Fitness participants will become more consciously invested in the daily practice of exercise check-ins as this perception of personal identity recognition and self-presentation amplifies in online communities (51), transforming the recording of oneself into a stable and continuous everyday media ritual.

Finally, digital technology has given rise to a new fitness media environment. As fitness participants acquire “megaphones for expression and cameras for dissemination,” they also carve out a new realm for self-fashioning and identity affirmation. Thus, “fitness sharing” emerges as a distinct cultural form (52). As a result, “fitness sharing” emerges as a distinct cultural form. A seven-month immersive investigation into the K Community reveals that the act of “sharing” within this spectacularized fitness media environment, steeped in digital technology and image consumption culture, is no longer an occasional, singular event but has become the predominant lifestyle of the fitness demographic. “From sharing workout data to fitness selfies, from flaunting sportswear to fitness equipment, from showcasing fitness meals to sharing exercise insights” (P4, 27 years old), “sharing” has indeed become a “national sport” in the fitness circles of the mobile internet era, increasingly evolving into a public performance ritual (53, 54). For fitness participants, “sharing” is not only a mode of self-disclosure that carries individual emotional appeals, value identification, and the quest for belonging, but also a form of role-playing and selective presentation in a mediated social environment. Carefully planned self-performances and the interaction of others’ recognition gradually push and draw fitness participants into “living for sharing” fitness practices.



3.5 Socialization: stratification and interaction in relational connections

Digital fitness has transformed into a platform for emotional interaction and social connection, with features like sports leaderboards, fitness circles, and local meetups. This interactive nature has accelerated communication within fitness communities, promoting exercise socialization. The “no socialization, no exercise” mantra reflects the fitness community’s individuality and external behavior (55).

In a network society characterized by fragmented time, fluid space, and interpersonal alienation, social interaction has gradually become a rigid necessity for people, particularly after media intervention in the fitness domain. Fitness participants engage in a novel interaction mode of “absent bodies but present attention” through digital symbols transformed and generated by media technologies such as text, images, and emojis, as well as built-in technologies like sensors and GPS positioning. Leveraging media technology, fitness participants can interact and communicate through continuous switches between simulated environments and real-life scenarios. This has prompted an increasing number of users to move beyond self-admiration in exercise and join the ranks of those sharing their fitness journeys. In the K Community, the interactive act of “sharing” is not only one of the motivations to participate in exercise but also an important means to establish, maintain, and expand relationships. Since media technology places fitness participants in simulated exercise reflections, the mediatization weakens the sense of presence and intimacy in real life. Fitness participants urgently need to demonstrate “I am with everyone” through actions like “following,” “liking,” and “commenting,” in order to satisfy their social and emotional needs and gain attention (56). It is precisely under the weakening network structure of social interaction and interpersonal relationships in the mobile internet era that people pin their hopes on online interactions to reconstruct new social relationships, thus forming an exercise interaction model centered on “sharing” and aimed at expanding one’s social life.

Conversely, as digital technology continues to expand and integrate into everyday life, the concept of a communal “digital existence” has become the new standard, and individuals are becoming more accustomed to joining online communities. In the digital fitness realm, the rise of fitness media has led to the emergence of jogging clubs, exercise check-in groups, and fitness equipment mutual aid circles centered around communal fitness activities. These have steadily gained popularity and become a trend. In the K Community, “whether it’s the periodic online marathon running events within the group” (@L*, KG14), “the regular exercise check-in relays in the chat group” (P9, 30 years old), or “the seeding and venting about fitness equipment within the circle” (P21, 23 years old), the homogenized value orientation and exchange of information resources are key to the formation and maintenance of the exercise interest community. When people with common hobbies, similar exercise experiences, and emotional experiences establish a strong sense of belonging and stable dynamic structures within a “sameness” and “tribal” social atmosphere, and when emotionally connected individuals can enhance internal collaboration and resource exchange through mutual understanding and recognition, these driving forces, such as huddling for warmth, mutual support, and resource exchange, naturally encourage a significant number of fitness participants to join the trend of “adding circles” and “grouping,” ensuring the stable development of their relationship networks through shared beliefs and mutual benefits.




4 Discussion


4.1 Technological empowerment in the realm of online fitness

With the rapid development of the internet and new media, the emergence of new media technology functions such as online teaching, live streaming, instant interaction, data recording, and information dissemination not only empowers individuals but also profoundly reshapes the public’s fitness behaviors.

On the one hand, media technology is revolutionizing fitness by introducing various exercise participation modes, breaking traditional fitness’s spatial and temporal limitations. This empowers the fitness community, allowing them more autonomy and flexibility. Digital fitness content, combining visibility and gamification, enhances public fitness behaviors by promoting autonomous exercise habits and increasing scientific exercise awareness. It also reactivates people’s sense of community and attention to exercise in diverse scenarios, pushing public fitness toward socialization. These behavioral changes reflect the basic logic of media technology, which facilitates scientific, convenient, diversified, immersive, and interactive participation in national fitness.

On the other hand, the mobile, flexible, and autonomous fitness forms generated by integrating the internet and media technology into the fitness domain physically fragment participants, turning them into atomized individual entities. The loss of fixed and concrete spatial environments characteristic of traditional exercise disrupts the stability and continuity of exercise time, leading to a scattered, fragmented, and unstructured order of physical activities. Furthermore, in the era of mobile internet, the “digital body,” measured and represented by data, exacerbates data misuse. This could potentially shift the trend of smart growth in national fitness toward the alienation of body performance, as “body digitalism” increasingly infiltrates the private sphere (54). Hence, in the era of “digital existence,” as we logically acknowledge the subjective sensations of the body facilitated by technical advancements, we must also calmly confront the chaotic progress and privacy breaches caused by technology. Therefore, we may enhance the consistent development of intelligent national fitness in China by employing digital technology to connect the gaps between supply and demand and applying media technology to address the gaps in information and knowledge.



4.2 Cultural evolution in the digital fitness

Images and data enhance communication and foster relationship development in a culture characterized by interconnected networks. The digital fitness landscape consists of symbolic media mirrors that possess intricate cultural significance. This landscape further divides individuals’ fitness habits as the influences of consumer culture, body culture, and popular culture intersect. The digital mirror image combines contemporary Western fitness principles with traditional Chinese cultural ideas, consumerism, aesthetics, and internet culture, resulting in the manipulation and deterioration of the body. They incorporate the concepts of regular exercise, scientific body evaluation, and healthy exercise lifestyles into people’s daily fitness routines. Additionally, they assign various cultural meanings and value labels to the physical forms of fitness participants, such as identity, taste, and capital. As a result, those participating in fitness activities, shaped by the concept of “body transformation,” begin to view the body as a tool for “efficiency” in the creation of the digital fitness environment (57). They consistently enhance the performative and representational features of their physical actions through a two-way interplay between accommodation culture and production culture. This process connects individual cultural capital, bodily capital, identity consciousness, and popular culture.

On the other hand, fitness participants are embracing the “body transformation” value system, viewing the body as a productivity tool in the digital fitness industry. They improve the expressive and symbolic elements of their physical actions by incorporating their personal cultural knowledge, physical abilities, self-awareness, and mainstream culture. However, due to excessive immersion in the digital landscape and internet culture, fitness participants must focus on preserving social beliefs and group emotions. As a result, fitness activities in the mobile internet era lose their authentic essence and exhibit distinct stratification and segmentation characteristics. It is critical to be cautious of the isolation that can occur in public fitness behaviors as a result of changes in network structure and society’s cultural evolution. It is critical to promote intelligent national fitness growth by focusing on exercise interconnection, identity co-construction, and cultural integration.




5 Conclusion

This study explores the transformation of exercise behaviors among fitness participants in China during the digital age. Through an immersive investigation of the K Fitness Community, we find that the fitness participation behaviors of Chinese fitness users have undergone reconstruction and reformation in the context of technological empowerment within virtual fitness environments and cultural shifts in digital fitness landscapes. These behaviors exhibit notable tendencies toward fragmentation, digitization, entertainment, ritualization, and socialization. The scattered nature of users’ workout times and the fluidity of fitness spaces primarily reflect the fragmentation trend. The digitization trend manifests in the data representation of fitness trajectories, physical conditions, and exercise achievements. The entertainment orientation showcases the enjoyable aspect of user participation in exercise and the gamification of fitness interactions. The ritualization shift includes users establishing self-rituals around weight loss goals, daily rituals of exercise check-ins and fitness feedback, as well as performance rituals like showcasing workouts and self-promotion. Lastly, the socialization trend is characterized by user interactions centered on sharing and the formation of fitness networks based on shared interests.



6 Limitations

As mentioned above, despite the large number of digital fitness users, the user demographic typically comprises digitally literate young and middle-aged individuals. This study focused on interviewing participants primarily from this age group, leaving out older adults and minors; therefore, the findings may not fully represent the perspectives of the entire population across different age ranges regarding digital fitness. Furthermore, we conducted all interviews online, with participants typically possessing higher levels of digital fitness literacy. As a result, their insights may differ from those of users with lower levels of digital fitness literacy. Despite these limitations, digital fitness offers unique bodily experiences and emotional connections that differ from traditional fitness practices, leading to the formation of distinctive fitness behaviors. At the same time, the iteration of digital fitness technologies brings risks such as privacy exposure and the potential for technology to exert control over users’ bodies. Thus, it is important to approach the opportunities and challenges presented by digital fitness with a balanced perspective. Future research could focus on groups that have opted out of using digital fitness technologies.
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