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Abstract

The exponential growth of social media over the last decade has had a dra-
matic impact on people’s perceptions of body image. We conducted a study
looking at how users feel body image has been affected by Instagram—and if
medics (doctors and medical students) could aid in combatting these negative
perceptions. We did this by sharing a five-part online survey over the course
of 17 days. We received 113 responses in total, 80.5% of which were from the
United Kingdom, the majority (73%) from people aged 18 - 30, with 58% of
respondents being female and 42% male respectively. Our results showed that
almost half (46.3%) of females felt that Instagram negatively affected their
perception of body image compared with 29.8% of males. Furthermore, the
overwhelming majority of respondents, 99 (88%), believed it would be bene-
ficial for medics to post educational material on health and body image on
Instagram. Although our study was done on a small population, it provides a
starting point for further and broader explorations into how Instagram “in-
fluencers” can affect the body image perceptions of their followers—and what
role medics can play in circumventing some of the more deleterious effects
associated with social media use.
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1. Introduction

With over a billion monthly active users, Instagram has catapulted to wide-
spread popularity since its inception a decade ago. Naturally, the population of
healthcare professionals who are also Instagram users has risen at a commensu-
rate rate. Through social media, one person alone has the ability to metaphori-
cally become a node in a wide-reaching network, where one post can be shared
on thousands of occasions in a short space of time; with the potential of posi-
tively or negatively impacting billions of people in society. Tautologically, the
popularly coined terminology “social media influencer” reflects an individual’s
capacity to affect other people’s thinking via the online community.

Since the advent of social media, the norms for how people present themselves
to others have changed with images demonstrating a slim and toned physique
becoming increasingly prevalent [1]. Several studies have discovered that online
content can contribute to unrealistic goals for appearance and negative evalua-
tion of self-evaluation which can lower mood and increase anxiety [2] [3] [4].
Additionally, social media not only allows people to post content, but allows
others to respond. Comments in response to posted images have been demon-
strated to influence the impressions formed of profile owners and the body sat-
isfaction of observers who read the comments [5] [6]. This is highly relevant to
our study, as Instagram content is largely in the form of images (with captions),
another feature being comments which can be made in response to these images.
Taking these points into consideration gives rise to questions pertaining to the
role medical professionals have in utilising social media to promote healthy life-
style choices and encouraging people to have positive perceptions of body image.
Arguably, they have a critical role in public health awareness. Examples of pro-
moting healthy lifestyle choices may include encouraging regular exercise, ad-
vising a balanced diet, endorsing healthy sleep patterns and recommending
avoidance of significant alcohol intake, smoking and illicit substances.

The aim of our study is to determine whether it is felt by the general popula-
tion that the way individuals from a medical background use Instagram plays a
role in shaping perceptions of body image and in promoting good health. Fur-
thermore, we aimed to investigate what people feel are the most effective user

functions on Instagram to promote good health.

2. Methods

We conducted an online survey to explore this area. As well as demographic de-
tails (country of residence, gender, age, ethnicity, whether individual from

medical background), the information we collated included participants views
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on whether:

They feel Instagram has an effect on people’s body perception and whether it
has an effect upon their own body perception.

Instagram influences females or males more in terms of ideas about body
image.

Instagram has had an influence on their fitness or exercise habits and an in-
fluence on their eating or dietary habits.

They follow any medical students or doctors on Instagram, if so do these in-
dividuals post any material related to body image and what effect these posts
have.

They feel it would be beneficial for medical students/doctors to post educa-
tional material on health and body image on Instagram.

There are any Instagram user functions that would be most effective in pro-
ducing a positive impact.

We used a convenience sampling method based on participant availability and

willingness to participate with full consent. The authors shared the survey with

their contacts and via social media. Responses were collated over a 17-day pe-

riod.

3. Results

We received 113 individual responses in total. 80.5% of respondents were from

the United Kingdom and the remaining participants were from 14 different

countries. 58% of participants were female and 42% were male. 48 (42.5%) were

medical students or doctors, whereas 65 (57.5%) were not. Other demographics

included age (Figure 1) and ethnicity (Figure 2).

Age z\rl]l;mber » 6% 7%

1825 | 49 1% N 43%

2630 | 33 ‘
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Figure 1. Age of respondents.

Ethnicity Number 1% 3% 7%
(n) .

White 63 2%
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Figure 2. Ethnicity of respondents.
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With regards to individuals’ views on the effect of Instagram in general on
people’s body perception and on their own body perception, 93 (82%) thought
that Instagram has a negative effect on people’s body image and 45 (40%) be-
lieved Instagram has a negative effect upon their own perception of body image
(Figure 3).

We asked respondents if they believed there is any variability between males
and females as to influence on body image, and 68 (60%) felt females were more
likely to be influenced whereas only 2 (2%) felt males were more likely. 39 (35%)
felt both genders were equally likely to be influenced by Instagram, and the re-
maining 4 participants were unsure.

We then went on to ask about whether participants felt that the social media
platform had influenced fitness/exercise habits and also eating/dietary habits
(Figure 4).

The next area that was explored in the survey was whether the participants
followed any medical students or doctors on Instagram and if so whether they
post any material related to body image, and the perceived effect of such posts
(Figure 5).

A key viewpoint we wanted to establish was whether participants believed it
would be beneficial for medical students and doctors to post educational mate-

rial or beneficial content on health and body image on the Instagram platform,

Views Responses (n)
Positive Negative Neutral
Effects on others body perception 3 (3%) 93 (82%) 17 (15%)
Effects on their own body perception| 17 (15%) 45 (40%) 51 (45%)
Figure 3. Views about Instagram effects on body image perception.
Views Responses (n)
Yes No Unsure
Influence on fitness or exercise habits| 64 (56.5%) 37 (33%) 12 (10.5%)
Influence on eating or dietary habits | 59 (52%) 48 (42.5%) 6 (5.5%)

Figure 4. Views about whether Instagram influences healthy lifestyle habits (exercise and

diet).
Yes No Unsure

Do you follow a medical student | 96 (85%) 15 (13%) 2 (2%)
or doctor on Instagram?

Do they post any material related| 54 (48%) 45 (40%) 14 (12%)
to body image?

Question Positive Negative Neutral

What effects do their posts have | 47 (42%) 15 (13%) 51 (45%)
on body image perception?

Figure 5. Whether participants followed medics on Instagram and whether these medics
posted beneficial content related to body image and healthy lifestyle.
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or whether they felt this would be inappropriate or unnecessary. The respon-
dents were overwhelmingly of the view that they should, with 99 (88%) suggest-
ing it would be beneficial (Figure 6).

The final area that we delved into was whether there were any particular user
interfaces on Instagram that participants felt would be most conducive to having
a positive impact on followers’ lifestyle and body perception. The results are
highlighted in Figure 7.

4. Discussion

The present study sought to investigate people’s view on whether medics (medi-
cal students and doctors) have a role to play in promoting a healthy lifestyle and
positive perceptions of body image. Studies before have researched whether so-
cial media in general has an influence upon users’ perception of body image and
the impact of social media upon mental health, however there has been little
analysis on the role of medical professionals in informing positive and healthy
lifestyle choices using social media platforms.

The results of our study indicate that, as expected, the majority of people be-

lieve it would be beneficial for medics to post educational material on health and

Would it be beneficial for medics to post Number o, 8%
educational material on health and body image? | (n) 4%

Yes 99

No 5

Unsure 9 88% /

Yes @ No - Unsure

Figure 6. Whether participants believed it would be beneficial for medics on Instagram to
post healthy lifestyle content.

Hashtags . 26
Captions 33
Campaigns 37

Videos 69

Stories [ 7

Posts 93

0 20 40 60 80 100

Figure 7. Instagram user functions that were deemed to be most useful for having posi-
tive impact on healthy lifestyle and body perception.
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body image, on Instagram. We can postulate that one of the reasons that people
agree medics should post more educational material, is that it can have a larger
impact on the population as medics are credible advisors due to their knowledge
and experience in the health sciences.

With regards to gender differences, 31/67 (46.3%) females thought that Insta-
gram had a negative influence upon their own perception of body image,
whereas 14/47 (29.8%) males thought the same. 9/67 (13.4%) females believed
Instagram had a positive influence on perception of their body image versus
8/47 (17%) males. This suggests females have a greater proclivity to experience
concerns regarding their body image due to Instagram posts, as compared to
males. What is also highlighted by these results is that the positive influence of
Instagram upon users’ perception of their body image is low (15%) and there is
no great variability between the genders on this front. It is interesting that over-
all, users are more likely to feel negatively influenced by Instagram than posi-
tively when it comes to views on body image.

Limitations of our study include that a convenience sampling method was
used, which makes it more likely that our study population was less representa-
tive of the whole population. Secondly, we explored the effects of Instagram on
perception of body image, but there are numerous other forms of social media
which may have more positive influences on healthy lifestyle. Thirdly, our sur-
vey included only closed questions, which did not allow participants to expand
qualitatively upon their answers, therefore in this study we were unable to ex-
plore specific details of what the content of posts are which either positively or
negatively impact perception of body image and lifestyle choices.

This study indicates that Instagram can indeed possess influence over indi-
viduals (health related) lifestyle choices and perception of body image, and that
people feel medics posting educational material on these issues would be of
benefit. Therefore, we would recommend that there needs to be more of an ini-
tiative and drive in educating medics who use Instagram about the importance
of socially conscientious use of the platform. These could be gradually be inte-
grated into the medical curricula to reflect the social responsibilities of doctors

graduating in these modern times.

5. Conclusions

Social media is an instrumental tool in conveying knowledge and information to
large audiences. There is a large population of medics who are users of the social
media platform Instagram. Instagram is one of the most popular social media
sites with over 1 billion monthly users in 2020.

Our research suggests that a large proportion of the population feel Instagram
has negative effects on people’s perception of their body image rather than posi-
tive effects (82% vs 3%). Individuals also feel that posts on Instagram have more
of a negative effect on their own perception of body image as opposed to positive

effect, but the divide is less stark (40% vs 15%). The vast majority of people
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(88%) feel that it would be beneficial for medics to post educational material re-
garding health and body image, on their Instagram profiles.

Social media has broader implications when it comes to mental health in-
cluding disorders such as BDD. The increasing use of cosmetic procedures and
expectations on social media warrants a closer analysis into this link. Body
Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD) is categorised as a chronic mental illness with the
inability to stop focusing on an aspect of appearance—which is perceived as a
major flaw (but in reality is minor or imagined). It has been associated with
many negative outcomes including a poorer quality of life, depression, social
isolation and an increased suicide risk [7]. The disorder can affect many facets of
life and can lead to many problems including problems at work, relationships
and in the public. The excessive concern about appearance which is dispropor-
tionate in nature can cause clinically significant impairment and leads to distress
in an individual’s life [8].

This raises wider discussion points around how medics can utilise Instagram
(and by extension, other social media platforms) to benefit society by improving
awareness of healthy lifestyle choices, and how the medical community in fact
has a responsibility to use social media at least in part, for this purpose. Addi-
tionally, the research highlights that a significant proportion of individuals feel
that Instagram has negatively impacted their perception of body image, and so
as well as advising healthy lifestyle choices it’s also important for medics to ab-

stain from posting material that may negatively impact other individual’s health.
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