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Background #appearanceisnothealth
Increasing emphasis has been placed on health and fitness as desirable 
goals. However, much of this pursuit of health may in fact be a pursuit of 
appearance ideals, including the thin, toned, lean, and muscular ideal. 

The aim of the current study was to examine the content of images 
labeled as #healthy and other health-related hashtags on Instagram to 
ascertain the proportion of content that was appearance-focused. Such 
content might contribute to appearance pressures and body image and 
eating concerns.
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Methods
• We took screenshots of 100 Instagram images per half day for a week 

in May 2016, as well as the top 9 images from 5 hashtags: #health, 
#healthy, #healthychoices, #healthylife, and #healthylifestyle. 

• A codebook was developed to allow for the coding of all of the 
images based on their content, including their appearance-focus 
(people) and their subjective healthiness (food).

• Images of people were coded for adiposity and muscularity using a 
rating scale.

• Food was coded as healthy versus not healthy.

Results
• 5,200 images have been coded. 
• 75% of these images do not contain text, 8% are text alone images and 

16% are images with both a picture and text. 
• Most individuals portrayed are female (67%), and white (70%). 
• For food images, the majority (88%) of foods represented were 

classified as “healthy.” 

Discussion #healthismentaltoo
Consistent with our hypothesis, a large proportion of the content 
associated with health on Instagram portrays appearance ideals 
and promotes engaging in specific exercise or eating patterns 
largely for appearance reasons.

Examining and exposing the way in which health is portrayed on 
Instagram can be a first step in preventing body dissatisfaction and 
other psychological problems that develop from the false 
perception of well-being as a fact of appearance.   
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10400 Instagram
posts 

3913 Images no 
text

424 Text alone 1892 Food

2385 people

1610 (70%) 
Caucasian

Average 
adiposity = 2.9

Average 
muscularity = 2.00

1589 (66.5%) 
Females

192 (18.2%) 
Descriptive of food

121 (11.5%) Descriptive 
of exercise

306 (29%)  Health 
promoting

356  (34%) Other 
inspirational text

35 (3.5%) Body 
positivity

1656 (85.5%) 
Healthy

236 (14.5%) 
Unhealthy

Figure 1. Adiposity scales


