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Abstract

Social media serves as an accessible source of health information and nutrition information. 
Instagram, an internationally known social media platform with an average of more than 1 billion 
monthly active users, allows its users to create and share content. However, the credibility of the 
nutrition content created by users with unknown qualifications may be questionable. The 
objective of this study is to assess the credibility of content created by nutrition influencers on 
Instagram by comparing health professionals with non-health professionals.
For this study, “influencer” is defined as an Instagram user with at least 15,000 followers who 
promotes products, services, or ideas and who creates nutrition- or health-related content. For 
each influencer (n=29), two posts were selected every month from August 2018 to July 2019. 
Using the “Credible Information Factsheet” from the Dietitians of Canada, a credibility score 
based on four dichotomous criteria was created. Looking at the 24 posts of each influencer 
holistically, a credibility score out of 4 was calculated, with 0 being the least credible and 4 being 
the most credible.
Without exception, a greater proportion of health professionals compared to non-health 
professionals met each criterion from the “Credible Information Factsheet”. 92% of the health 
professionals met criteria 1 (Miracle Cure) compared to only 31% of non-health professionals. 
This demonstrates how the vast majority of health professionals would not promise a miracle 
cure, while most non-health professionals would readily promise a miracle cure. Additionally, 
46% of health professionals met criteria 4 (Research-based) compared to only 19% of non-
health professionals, which demonstrates how non-health professionals do not support claims 
with research. When looking at the total credibility scores for health professionals and non-
health professionals, not a single health professional scored a total of 0, while not a single non-
health professional scored a total of 4. Most importantly, health professionals had an average 
credibility score of 2.4, which is twice as high as that of non-health professionals (1.2).
Overall, health professionals appeared to be more credible than non-health professionals. By 
viewing nutrition information posted on Instagram by non-health professionals, followers 
potentially expose themselves to misinformation. Further research should be undertaken to 
validate the credibility score based on the “Credible Information Factsheet” by determining how 
adept the factsheet is at differentiating credibility for Instagram content.

Cite as: Black A.,  Fernandez M.A., Desroches S., Raine K.D. 2019. Education 
matters: Certified Health professionals have higher credibility than non-health 
professionals on Instagram. Alberta Academic Review, Vol 2 (2) 11-12, WISEST 
Special Issue (not peer-reviewed), DOI 10.29173/aar51.

ISSN 2561-5327 (print)
ISSN 2561-5335 (online)



P
a
g
e
 1

2
 /
 W

IS
E

S
T

 S
p
e
c
ia

l 
Is

s
u
e
  
/ 
V

o
lu

m
e

 2
 /
 D

O
I:
 1

0
.2

9
1
7
3

/a
a
r5

1

albertaacademicreview.com

R
ef

er
en

ce
s

1 In
st

ag
ra

m
. 2

01
9.

ht
tp

s:
//i

ns
ta

gr
am

-p
re

ss
.c

om
/o

ur
-s

to
ry

/;
2 S

lo
an

 L
,Q

ua
n-

H
aa

se
A

. 2
01

8.
 T

he
S

A
G

E
 H

an
db

oo
k 

of
 S

oc
ia

l M
ed

ia
 R

es
ea

rc
h

M
et

ho
ds

;3
Ja

co
bs

 W
, e

t a
l.

20
17

. H
ea

lth
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n
se

ek
in

g 
in

 th
e 

di
gi

ta
l a

ge
: A

n 
an

al
ys

is
 o

f h
ea

lth
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
se

ek
in

g 
be

ha
vi

ou
r a

m
on

g 
U

S
 a

du
lts

.
4 P

ew
R

es
ea

rc
h 

C
en

te
r. 

20
05

.h
ttp

s:
//w

w
w.

pe
w

in
te

rn
et

.o
rg

/2
00

5/
05

/1
7/

m
or

e-
in

te
rn

et
-u

se
rs

-d
o-

he
al

th
-h

om
ew

or
k-

on
lin

e/
;5

D
ie

tit
ia

ns
of

 C
an

ad
a.

 2
01

4.
ht

tp
s:

//w
w

w.
di

et
iti

an
s.

ca
/D

ow
nl

oa
ds

/P
ub

lic
/F

A
C

TS
H

E
E

T-
C

re
di

bl
e-

in
fo

rm
at

io
n-

E
N

G
.a

sp
x

Ed
uc

at
io

n 
m

at
te

rs
: C

er
tif

ie
d 

he
al

th
 p

ro
fe

ss
io

na
ls

 h
av

e 
hi

gh
er

cr
ed

ib
ili

ty
 th

an
 n

on
 h

ea
lth

 p
ro

fe
ss

io
na

ls
 o

n 
In

st
ag

ra
m

A
dn

an
 B

la
ck

1 , 
So

ph
ie

 D
es

ro
ch

es
2,

3 , 
M

el
is

sa
 A

.F
er

na
nd

ez
1 , 

K
im

 D
. R

ai
ne

1
1 S

ch
oo

l o
f P

ub
lic

 H
ea

lth
, U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f A

lb
er

ta
;2

In
st

itu
te

 o
f N

ut
rit

io
n 

an
d 

Fu
nc

tio
na

l F
oo

ds
;3

Sc
ho

ol
 o

f N
ut

rit
io

n,
 L

av
al

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity

R
es

ul
ts

Fi
gu

re
 1

.
P

er
ce

nt
ag

es
 o

f
he

al
th

pr
of

es
si

on
al

s 
vs

no
n 

he
al

th
pr

of
es

si
on

al
s 

th
at

m
ee

t e
ac

h 
cr

ite
ria

Fi
gu

re
 2

.
To

ta
l c

re
di

bi
lit

y
sc

or
e 

of
 In

st
ag

ra
m

po
st

s 
fo

r h
ea

lth
pr

of
es

si
on

al
s

co
m

pa
re

d 
to

 n
on

he
al

th
pr

of
es

si
on

al
s

E
xc

er
pt

 fr
om

 c
ap

tio
n 

re
ad

s:
“B

ut
,[

af
te

r i
nv

iti
ng

 m
e 

to
 m

ee
t w

ith
 th

em
 a

t
th

ei
r h

ea
dq

ua
rte

rs
, S

ta
rb

uc
ks

] r
et

ra
ct

ed
th

e
in

vi
te

 s
ay

in
g 

th
e 

m
ee

tin
g 

w
ou

ld
n'

t b
e

"p
ro

du
ct

iv
e”

...
I g

ue
ss

 it
's

 m
or

e 
pr

od
uc

tiv
e

fo
r t

he
m

 to
 c

on
tin

ue
 to

 s
el

l u
s 

to
xi

c
ch

em
ic

al
s 

th
an

 to
 li

st
en

 to
 o

ur
 c

on
ce

rn
s.

”

E
xc

er
pt

 fr
om

 c
ap

tio
n 

re
ad

s:
“C

A
N

W
E 

R
E

S
E

T 
O

U
R

 IM
M

U
N

E
S

YS
TE

M
[T

O
 E

LI
M

IN
AT

E
 F

O
O

D
 A

LL
E

R
G

IE
S

]?
 …

R
es

ea
rc

he
rs

id
en

tif
ie

d 
a 

gr
ou

p 
of

 b
ac

te
ria

lin
ke

d 
w

ith
 p

ro
te

ct
in

g 
ag

ai
ns

t f
oo

d 
al

le
rg

ie
s

an
d 

tra
ns

pl
an

te
d 

th
em

 in
to

 m
ic

e 
w

ith
 a

n 
eg

g
al

le
rg

y…
Th

is
sp

ec
ifi

c 
co

lle
ct

io
n 

of
 b

ac
te

ria
w

as
 a

bl
e 

to
 s

up
pr

es
s 

th
e 

fo
od

 a
lle

rg
y 

an
d

ga
ve

 fu
ll

pr
ot

ec
tio

n…
 T

he
ir

te
st

 tu
be

 s
tu

di
es

th
en

 fo
un

d 
th

at
 th

is
 s

el
ec

tio
n 

of
 s

pe
ci

fic
m

ic
ro

be
s 

ta
rg

et
ed

 im
m

un
e 

pa
th

w
ay

s,
 w

hi
ch

th
en

 a
ct

iv
at

ed
 s

pe
ci

fic
 im

m
un

e 
to

le
ra

nc
e

ce
lls

-r
es

em
bl

in
g 

to
le

ra
nc

e 
ce

lls
 in

 h
um

an
ba

bi
es

…
W

e’
re

 n
ot

th
er

e 
ju

st
 y

et
-h

um
an

st
ud

ie
s 

ar
e 

un
de

rw
ay

 to
 s

ee
 if

 th
es

e 
sp

ec
ifi

c
m

ic
ro

be
s 

ha
ve

 th
e 

sa
m

e 
ef

fe
ct

 in
 u

s.
”

Fi
gu

re
 5

. A
ve

ra
ge

to
ta

l s
co

re
s 

of
 h

ea
lth

pr
of

es
si

on
al

s
vs

 n
on

he
al

th
 p

ro
fe

ss
io

na
ls

Su
pp

or
te

d 
B

y

C
on

cl
us

io
ns

•
A 

gr
ea

te
r p

ro
po

rti
on

 o
f h

ea
lth

 p
ro

fe
ss

io
na

ls
 c

om
pa

re
d 

to
 n

on
 h

ea
lth

pr
of

es
si

on
al

s 
m

et
 e

ac
h 

cr
ite

ria
 fo

r t
he

 “C
re

di
bl

e 
In

fo
rm

at
io

n 
Fa

ct
sh

ee
t”4

.
•

N
ot

 a
 s

in
gl

e 
he

al
th

 p
ro

fe
ss

io
na

l s
co

re
d 

a 
to

ta
l o

f 0
, w

hi
le

 n
ot

 a
 s

in
gl

e 
no

n
he

al
th

 p
ro

fe
ss

io
na

l s
co

re
d 

a 
to

ta
l o

f 4
.

•
H

ea
lth

 p
ro

fe
ss

io
na

ls
 h

ad
 a

 c
re

di
bi

lit
y 

sc
or

e 
tw

ic
e 

as
 h

ig
h 

as
 th

at
 o

f n
on

 h
ea

lth
pr

of
es

si
on

al
s.

•
O

ve
ra

ll,
he

al
th

 p
ro

fe
ss

io
na

ls
 a

pp
ea

re
d 

to
 b

e 
m

or
e 

cr
ed

ib
le

 th
an

 n
on

 h
ea

lth
pr

of
es

si
on

al
s.

•
B

y 
vi

ew
in

g 
nu

tri
tio

n 
in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
po

st
ed

 o
n 

In
st

ag
ra

m
 b

y 
no

n 
he

al
th

pr
of

es
si

on
al

s,
 fo

llo
w

er
s 

po
te

nt
ia

lly
 e

xp
os

e 
th

em
se

lv
es

 to
 m

is
in

fo
rm

at
io

n.
•

Fu
rth

er
 re

se
ar

ch
 s

ho
ul

d 
be

 u
nd

er
ta

ke
n 

to
 v

al
id

at
e 

th
e 

cr
ed

ib
ili

ty
 s

co
re

 b
as

ed
on

 th
e 

“C
re

di
bl

e 
In

fo
rm

at
io

n 
Fa

ct
sh

ee
t” 

by
 d

et
er

m
in

in
g 

ho
w

 a
de

pt
 th

e
fa

ct
sh

ee
t i

s 
at

 d
iff

er
en

tia
tin

g 
cr

ed
ib

ili
ty

 fo
r I

ns
ta

gr
am

 in
fo

rm
at

io
n.

In
tr

od
uc

tio
n

•
In

st
ag

ra
m

, a
n 

in
te

rn
at

io
na

lly
 k

no
w

n 
pl

at
fo

rm
, h

as
 m

or
e 

th
an

 1
 b

ill
io

n 
m

on
th

ly
ac

tiv
e 

us
er

s 
as

 o
f J

ul
y

20
19

1 .
•

In
st

ag
ra

m
 is

 d
es

cr
ib

ed
 a

s 
a

“fu
n 

an
d 

qu
irk

y 
w

ay
 to

 s
ha

re
 y

ou
r l

ife
 w

ith
fri

en
ds

 th
ro

ug
h 

a 
se

rie
s 

of
 p

ic
tu

re
s”

,a
nd

 a
llo

w
s 

its
us

er
s 

to
cr

ea
te

 a
nd

 s
ha

re
co

nt
en

t2 .
•

S
oc

ia
lm

ed
ia

 is
 a

n 
ac

ce
ss

ib
le

 s
ou

rc
e 

of
 h

ea
lth

 in
fo

rm
at

io
n,

w
ith

 4
6%

 o
f U

S
ad

ul
ts

 re
po

rti
ng

 th
at

 th
e 

In
te

rn
et

 is
 th

ei
r f

irs
t s

ou
rc

e 
w

he
n 

se
ek

in
g 

he
al

th
in

fo
rm

at
io

n3
.

•
N

ut
rit

io
n

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

is
 s

ha
re

d 
on

 m
an

y 
so

ci
al

 m
ed

ia
pl

at
fo

rm
s,

 w
ith

 5
9%

 o
f

fe
m

al
e 

In
te

rn
et

 u
se

rs
 a

nd
 4

3%
 o

f m
al

e 
In

te
rn

et
 u

se
rs

 lo
ok

in
g 

up
 th

is
in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
on

lin
e4

.
•

H
ow

ev
er

, t
he

 c
re

di
bi

lit
y 

of
 th

e 
nu

tri
tio

n 
co

nt
en

t c
re

at
ed

 b
y 

us
er

s 
w

ith
un

kn
ow

n 
qu

al
ifi

ca
tio

ns
 m

ay
 b

e 
qu

es
tio

na
bl

e.

M
et

ho
ds

•
Fo

r t
he

 p
ur

po
se

 o
f t

hi
s 

st
ud

y,
“in

flu
en

ce
r”

is
 d

ef
in

ed
 a

s 
an

In
st

ag
ra

m
 u

se
r w

ith
at

 le
as

t 1
5,

00
0 

fo
llo

w
er

s
w

ho
 p

ro
m

ot
es

 p
ro

du
ct

s,
 s

er
vi

ce
s,

 o
r i

de
as

 a
nd

 w
ho

cr
ea

te
s 

nu
tri

tio
n-

or
 h

ea
lth

-r
el

at
ed

co
nt

en
t.

•
To

 id
en

tif
y 

nu
tri

tio
n 

in
flu

en
ce

rs
, G

oo
gl

e,
 Y

ah
oo

!, 
an

d 
B

in
g 

w
er

e 
us

ed
 to

se
ar

ch
 th

e 
fo

llo
w

in
g 

ke
yw

or
ds

: n
ut

rit
io

n 
in

flu
en

ce
rs

, d
ie

t i
nf

lu
en

ce
rs

, f
oo

d
in

flu
en

ce
rs

, t
op

 n
ut

rit
io

n 
in

flu
en

ce
rs

, t
op

 d
ie

t i
nf

lu
en

ce
rs

, t
op

 fo
od

 in
flu

en
ce

rs
.

•
Fo

r e
ac

h 
in

flu
en

ce
r (

n=
29

), 
tw

o 
po

st
s 

w
er

e 
se

le
ct

ed
 fr

om
 e

ac
h 

m
on

th
, c

lo
se

to
 th

e 
1s

t
an

d 
th

e 
15

th
,f

ro
m

 A
ug

us
t 2

01
8 

to
 J

ul
y 

20
19

.
•

U
si

ng
 th

e 
“C

re
di

bl
e 

In
fo

rm
at

io
n 

Fa
ct

sh
ee

t”5
fro

m
 th

e 
D

ie
tit

ia
ns

 o
f C

an
ad

a,
 a

cr
ed

ib
ili

ty
 s

co
re

 b
as

ed
 o

n 
fo

ur
 d

ic
ho

to
m

ou
s 

cr
ite

ria
 w

as
 c

re
at

ed
:

o
C

rit
er

ia
 1

–
“M

ira
cl

e 
C

ur
e”

 / 
“Q

ui
ck

 F
ix

”: 
Is

 th
e 

pe
rs

on
 p

ro
m

is
in

g 
a 

qu
ic

k 
fix

lik
e 

fa
st

 w
ei

gh
t-l

os
s 

or
 a

 m
ira

cl
e 

cu
re

 th
ro

ug
ho

ut
 th

ei
r p

os
ts

? 
If 

ye
s,

 th
en

th
e 

in
flu

en
ce

r r
ec

ei
ve

s 
a 

0 
fo

r t
hi

s 
cr

ite
ria

; i
f n

o,
 th

e 
in

flu
en

ce
r i

s 
gi

ve
n 

a 
1;

o
C

rit
er

ia
 2

-“
P

ro
du

ct
 S

al
es

”: 
Is

 th
e 

pe
rs

on
 tr

yi
ng

 to
 s

el
l p

ro
du

ct
s 

su
ch

 a
s

sp
ec

ia
l f

oo
ds

 o
rs

up
pl

em
en

ts
 th

ro
ug

ho
ut

 th
ei

r p
os

ts
in

st
ea

d 
of

 te
ac

hi
ng

fo
llo

w
er

s 
ho

w
 to

 m
ak

e 
be

tte
r f

oo
d 

ch
oi

ce
s 

at
 h

om
e,

 a
t p

la
y,

 a
t w

or
k,

 o
r

w
hi

le
 e

at
in

g 
ou

t?
 If

 y
es

, t
he

n 
th

e 
in

flu
en

ce
r r

ec
ei

ve
s 

a 
0 

fo
r t

hi
s 

cr
ite

ria
; i

f
no

, t
he

 in
flu

en
ce

r i
s 

gi
ve

n 
a 

1;
o

C
rit

er
ia

 3
–

“P
er

so
na

l S
to

rie
s”

: D
oe

s 
th

e 
pe

rs
on

 p
ro

vi
de

 in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

ba
se

d
on

 p
er

so
na

l s
to

rie
s 

ra
th

er
 th

an
 o

n 
fa

ct
s 

th
ro

ug
ho

ut
 th

ei
r p

os
ts

? 
If 

ye
s,

 th
en

th
e 

in
flu

en
ce

r r
ec

ei
ve

s 
a 

0 
fo

r t
hi

s 
cr

ite
ria

; i
f n

o,
 th

e 
in

flu
en

ce
r i

s 
gi

ve
n 

a 
1;

o
C

rit
er

ia
 4

–
“R

es
ea

rc
h-

ba
se

d”
: A

re
 th

e 
cl

ai
m

s 
th

ro
ug

ho
ut

 th
e 

po
st

s 
ba

se
d

on
 c

or
re

sp
on

di
ng

 re
se

ar
ch

 s
tu

di
es

? 
If 

ye
s,

 th
en

 th
e 

in
flu

en
ce

r r
ec

ei
ve

s 
a 

1
fo

r t
hi

s 
cr

ite
ria

; i
f n

o,
 th

e 
in

flu
en

ce
r i

s 
gi

ve
n 

a 
0.

•
Lo

ok
in

g 
at

 th
e 

24
 p

os
ts

 o
f e

ac
h 

in
flu

en
ce

r h
ol

is
tic

al
ly,

 a
 c

re
di

bi
lit

y 
sc

or
e 

ou
t o

f
4 

w
as

 c
al

cu
la

te
d,

 w
ith

 0
 b

ei
ng

 th
e 

le
as

t c
re

di
bl

e 
an

d 
4 

be
in

g 
th

e 
m

os
t

cr
ed

ib
le

.

O
bj

ec
tiv

e
•

Th
e 

ob
je

ct
iv

e 
of

 th
is

 s
tu

dy
 is

 to
 a

ss
es

s 
th

e 
cr

ed
ib

ili
ty

 o
f c

on
te

nt
 c

re
at

ed
 b

y
nu

tri
tio

n 
in

flu
en

ce
rs

 o
n 

In
st

ag
ra

m
 b

y 
co

m
pa

rin
g 

he
al

th
 p

ro
fe

ss
io

na
ls

 w
ith

 n
on

he
al

th
 p

ro
fe

ss
io

na
ls

.

Fi
gu

re
 3

.E
xa

m
pl

e 
of

 In
st

ag
ra

m
 p

os
t f

ro
m

 re
gi

st
er

ed
 d

ie
tit

ia
n 

M
eg

an
 R

os
si

, P
hD

, w
ho

re
ce

iv
ed

 a
 c

re
di

bi
lit

y 
sc

or
e 

of
 4

.
In

st
ag

ra
m

 u
se

rM
eg

an
 R

os
si

; @
th

eg
ut

he
al

th
do

ct
or

; I
m

ag
e:

ht
tp

s:
//w

w
w.

in
st

ag
ra

m
.c

om
/p

/B
z6

IQ
-T

B
cT

q/
?u

tm
_s

ou
rc

e=
ig

_w
eb

_b
ut

to
n_

sh
ar

e_
sh

ee
t

A
ck

no
w

le
dg

em
en

ts
•

Th
is

 p
ro

je
ct

w
as

 g
ra

ci
ou

sl
y 

fu
nd

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
W

IS
ES

T 
A

dv
is

or
y 

B
oa

rd
 a

nd
 th

e
Fa

cu
lty

 o
fN

ur
si

ng
.

Fi
gu

re
 4

. E
xa

m
pl

e 
of

 In
st

ag
ra

m
 p

os
t f

ro
m

 h
ol

is
tic

 n
ut

rit
io

ni
st

 V
an

i H
ar

i, 
w

ho
 re

ce
iv

ed
 a

cr
ed

ib
ilit

y 
sc

or
e 

of
 0

.
In

st
ag

ra
m

 u
se

r V
an

i H
ar

i; 
@

th
ef

oo
db

ab
e;

 Im
ag

e:
ht

tp
s:

//w
w

w.
in

st
ag

ra
m

.c
om

/p
/s

IR
8p

Xp
A

K
O

/?
ut

m
_s

ou
rc

e=
ig

_w
eb

_b
ut

to
n_

sh
ar

e_
sh

ee
t

2.
4

1.
2

0.
0

0.
5

1.
0

1.
5

2.
0

2.
5

3.
0

3.
5

4.
0

H
ea

lth
 P

ro
fe

ss
io

na
ls

N
on

 H
ea

lth
 P

ro
fe

ss
io

na
ls

Average Score

92

46
54

46

31
31

38

19

010203040506070809010
0

C
rit

er
ia

 1
C

rit
er

ia
 2

C
rit

er
ia

 3
C

rit
er

ia
 4

Percentage

H
ea

lth
 P

ro
fe

ss
io

na
ls

N
on

 H
ea

lth
 P

ro
fe

ss
io

na
ls

0

23

31
31

15

38
31

6

25

0
0510152025303540

0
1

2
3

4

Percentage

To
ta

l S
co

re
 o

ut
 o

f 4

H
ea

lth
 P

ro
fe

ss
io

na
ls

N
on

 H
ea

lth
 P

ro
fe

ss
io

na
ls

Black et al., 2019


