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Dermatology without
dermatologists? Analyzing
Instagram influencers with
dermatology-related hashtags
To the Editor: The general public is increasingly
turning to social media for health information, with
Instagram representing an especially popular and
growing forum for education and support
communities.1 However, serious concerns remain
about reliability and accuracy. In this study, we
sought to characterize the credentials of dermatology
influencers on Instagram, that is, accounts creating
the most popular dermatology content.
Table I. Definitions of characterizations of Instagram influ

Account characterization

Type of account
Business Nonhealth care accounts prom

products, make-up, supplem
Health care business
or professional

Business or personal accounts
physicians, nurses, estheticia

Personal Nondisease centric, nonhealth
Patient Accounts about a personal jou
Disease advocacy/charity Nonpersonal accounts promot
Educational or informational Only educational or informatio
Other Does not meet any other char

Credentials
None No explicit credentials listed in
US physician Nondermatologist US physician
Board certified US board-certified nondermato
Self-described only Self-described US physician, bu

US dermatologist US dermatologist
Board certified US board-certified dermatolog
Self-described only Self-described US dermatologis

International physician Non-US, nondermatologist, sel
International dermatologist Non-US, self-described dermat
Physician assistant Self-described physician assista
Nurse/nurse practitioner Self-described nurse or nurse p
Dentist Self-described dentist
Esthetician Self-described esthetician

Promotions
Promotional Any disclosures for promotion

ambassador, discounts, tags
Self-promotional Any disclosures for content pr

to other accounts or stores
None No promotional or self-promot

Location
US US location described in accou
Foreign Non-US location described in a

posts/biographies written in
Both Both US and non-US locations
Unknown No location identified

US, United States.

*According to American Board of Medical Specialties at certificationmat
yAccording to the Federal Trade Commission: Disclosures 101 for Social M

guidance/disclosures-101-social-media-influencers).
This study was exempt from Institutional Review
Board review. Content coding involved analysis of
11 hashtags, consisting of the top 5 dermatology-
related diagnoses, the top 5 dermatology-related
procedures, and #dermatology (Supplemental
Table I, available via Mendeley at https://doi.org/
10.17632/pmtr2fr66f.2).2,3 These hashtags were
queried on Instagram for 14 days. The top 9, or the
most popular posts for each hashtag, were recorded
daily, totaling 1368 posts. Demographic data for
associated accounts were recorded.

Because criteria for labeling influencers have not
been established, we used 2 different sets of criteria
encer accounts

Definition

oting their own products or services (eg, beauty
ents)
of health care professionals or businesses (including
ns, etc)
care professional accounts of individuals
rney with a disease
ing disease advocacy or a charity’s social media account.
nal content
acterization criteria

account biography

logy physician*
t not board certified*

ist*
t, but not board certified*
f-described physician
ologist
nt
ractitioner

al content (eg, hashtags or text indicating ad,
, etc)y

omoting account’s own products/services. Any links/tags
with the same brand
ional content identified

nt biography or US location tagged in posts
ccount biography or non-US location tagged in posts or
a non-English language
described in account biography or tagged in posts

ters.org.

edia Influencers (https://www.ftc.gov/tips-advice/business-center/
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Table II. Influencer characteristics associated with each set of influencer criteria

Account characteristics

$40,000 followers Top 9 $5 times All influencers Health care only

(n = 106) (n = 76) (n = 146) (n = 55)

Total % Total % Total % Total %

Account type
Business 18 17 7 9 20 14
Health care business/professional 43 41 31 41 55 38 55 100
Personal 31 29 14 18 37 25
Patient 3 3 21 28 22 15
Disease advocacy/charity 2 2 0 0 2 1
Education/informational 7 7 3 4 8 5
Other 2 2 0 0 2 1

Credentials
None 72 68 56 74 104 71 15 27
US physician (total) 3 3 0 0 3 2 3 5
Board-certified 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 2
Self-described only 2 2 0 0 2 1 2 4

US dermatologist (total) 7 7 0 0 7 5 7 13
Board-certified 6 6 0 0 6 4 6 11
Self-described only 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 2

International physician 5 5 5 7 6 4 6 11
International dermatologist 3 3 4 5 6 4 6 11
Physician assistant 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2
Nurse/nurse practitioner 7 7 6 8 10 7 10 18
Dentist 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 2
Estheticians 5 5 4 5 6 4 6 11
Other 2 2 0 0 2 1 0 0

Promotional content
Promotional 36 34 18 24 46 32 5 9
Self-promotional 51 48 49 64 89 61 48 87
None 3 3 9 12 11 8 2 4

Location
Foreign 34 32 35 46 54 37 23 42
US 59 56 30 40 74 51 29 53
Both 4 4 4 5 5 3 3 5
Unknown 9 8 7 9 13 9 0 0

US, United States.
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to define influencer status. The first required that an
account have 40,000 followers to be considered an
influencer. Under the second criterion, accounts
were considered influencers if they were featured
in the top 9 $5 times, including multiple top 9
features of the same post on separate days. We then
manually characterized account type by medical
occupation/credentials, presence of promotional
content, and location (Table I).

More than 300,000 dermatology-tagged posts
were created during the study period. Among the
1368 top 9 posts recorded, there were 649 unique
posts by 420 unique accounts. We documented that
106 accounts had $40,000 followers, and 76
accounts were featured $5 times in the top 9, with
146 accounts meeting 1 or both influencer criteria.
Health care professionals/businesses constituted
38% (55 of 146) of influencers, of which 73% (40 of
55) listed occupation/credentials on their
account page. Dermatologists operated 7 of 146
accounts (5%), 6 of whom were board certified.
Most (87% [48 of 55]) health care influencers
promoted their personal products and services
(self-promotion). Overall, 32% (46 of 146) of all
influencers had promotional content (any nonper-
sonal promotional disclosures), and 61% (89 of 146)
had self-promotional content (any disclosure of their
own products, services, or brand). Influencer
account characteristics varied by the criteria used to
identify influencers (Table II).

Board-certified dermatologists appear to comprise
a small fraction (4% [6 of 146]) of the Instagram
accounts with popular dermatology content.
Most influencers (93% [135 of 146]) featured
self-promotional posts or directly promoted brands,
products, or services. This promotional content may
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create conflicts of interest that should be explicitly
disclosed and addressed. Furthermore, account
credentials were often unmentioned (71% [104 of
146] of all influencers, and 27% [15 of 55] of health
care influencers).

Medical information on social media should come
from reliable sources, because patients use social
media to join communities and make treatment de-
cisions.4,5 Given the scant regulation in these arenas,
medical information from unqualified sources may
result in misguided management or unnecessary
treatment. Thus, Instagram may represent an unreal-
ized opportunity for dermatologists and dermatology
organizations to share quality educational content to
counter potentially biased promotional content and
misinformation. Moreover, dermatologists should
anticipate that many patients are using Instagram as
a sourceof dermatologic information andbeprepared
to advise on awareness of promotional interests and
qualifications on social media.
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Reliability of self-reported data on
social media versus National
Residency Match Program charting
outcomes for dermatology
applicants
To the Editor: Matching into dermatology is
extremely competitive. In 2019, there were a total
of 701 applicants for 447 postgraduate year 2 spots.1

Among US medical student seniors applying to
dermatology, 257 applicants (36.6%) went un-
matched. Social media has risen to the forefront of
online resources residency applicants use to solicit
advice, gauge the competitiveness of their applica-
tion, and develop connections within the field. This
potentially anonymous forum offers applicants a
strong support network and a level of transparency
in sharing opinions.

Few studies have examined the accuracy of
self-reported match data on social media websites.
One study compared data on Student Doctor
Network (SDN) versus National Residency Match
Program (NRMP) Charting Outcomes for radiation
oncology residency applicants.2 There is a need to
examine NRMP charting outcomes and self-
reported academic metrics on SDN and Reddit, 2
popular social media forums used by health
professional students, to highlight trends and
better inform prospective applicants in the field
of dermatology.

In this study, we reviewed self-reported academic
metrics for applicants on SDN and Reddit. There
were 478 applicants between 2014 and 2019 who
reported data on SDN and Reddit. Reporters used a
yearly Google spreadsheet to document their
academic metrics. The major categories reported
include United States Medical Licensing
Examination (USMLE) Step 1 and Step 2 scores,
Alpha Omega Alpha (AOA) membership, medical
school ranking, advanced degrees (eg, PhD), and
research productivity. Combined match data from
both SDN and Reddit were compared to NRMP
Charting Outcomes (2014, 2016, and 2018).

There were 126 applicants who self-reported and
successfully matched into a US dermatology
residency between 2014 and 2019. Table I3-5 shows
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