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Is authenAcity really as ‘real’ as we think?  

A qualita)ve study on the degree of authen)city in influencers’ mental health posts on Instagram 

 

Abstract 

Mental health is a widely discussed topic of our Ame, with one in every eight people 

worldwide suffering from mental illness. Due to inadequate help, long queues, high costs or 

the sAgma aKached to it, more people are seeking informaAon about mental health on social 

media. This has created an online support system with both posiAve and negaAve effects, 

parAcularly among young people. Influencers parAcipate in these mental health support 

groups, sharing informaAon on Instagram. This puts influencers in a vulnerable posiAon as 

they oZen share personal stories, but it can also be driven by commercial or entertainment 

moAves to gain more followers and a larger reach. Therefore, this research addresses the 

quesAon: How authen/c are Dutch influencers in their a6empts to open up about mental 

health issues on Instagram? Using purposive sampling and case studies, the research 

examined four specific influencers and 185 Instagram posts through qualitaAve themaAc 

content analysis. First, it was examined what influencers post about mental health and why, 

which came together in an overarching main category Opening up about mental health. It 

was found that they mainly share personal experiences in order to create awareness. 

Subsequently, three main themes, or authenAcity strategies, emerged: Embracing the 

ordinary, LeCng down the media mask and Confiden/al friendship connec/on with 

followers. These themes indicate that influencers create a certain level of authenAcity to 

enhance the credibility of their mental health messages. However, it's important to recognize 

that online authenAcity is always a conscious choice, and the commercial nature of being an 

influencer must be considered. Despite appearing authenAc, influencers always post content 

deliberately for greater reach, personal or social aKenAon, and/or commercial purposes. This 

indicates that the moAvaAon for sharing content about mental health has a dual significance. 

Nevertheless, these authenAcity strategies enable influencers to sustain a reliable support 

system and offer accessible and affordable help, which is criAcally needed in the current 

global context. 
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1. IntroducJon  

Mental health is an incredibly important and widely discussed topic in today’s society. 

Recently, there has been a significant increase in public discussions about mental health 

issues on social media pladorms (Gowen, 2013, pp. 100-103; Moorhead et al., 2013, pp. 9-

11). For example, #mentalhealth contains 55 million posts on Instagram. Social media is full 

of informaAon, diagnosAc tools, online discussion forums, mental health games, explanatory 

videos, memes, quesAonnaires and so on (BeKon et al., 2015, p. 443; Fullagar et al., 2017, 

pp. 4-8; Naslund et al., 2016, pp. 114-117). Fullagar et al. (2017) examined that mental 

health issues are parAcularly prevalent in youth groups, as it is a Ame of significant 

psychological and physical changes and young people in this age group are more prone to 

feeling under pressure and experiencing anxiety and insecuriAes (pp. 1-3). This youth group 

specifically prefers to seek informaAon and comfort on social media to combat their mental 

problems and listen to the advice of their peers, influencers, or inspiraAons (Jacobs et al., 

2017, pp. 8-10; O’Reilly et al., 2018, pp. 658-660).  

Influencers are increasingly parAcipaAng in online support groups and are sharing 

their mental health experiences on social media (Lind & Wickström, 2024, pp. 218-220). 

Their large reach on social media allows them to bring aKenAon to difficult issues, fostering 

greater public understanding (Freberg et al., 2011, p. 90). However, a paradox arises here 

that is at the heart of this research. On the one hand, influencers are placing themselves in a 

very vulnerable and authenAc posiAon to share their stories and thereby put mental health 

on the map (Lind & Wickström, 2024, pp. 218-220). On the other hand, these stories might 

also be shared for entertainment value, potenAally amplifying their engagement (White & 

Hanley, 2023, pp. 3-4). Therefore, sharing mental health stories may be a markeAng trick to 

generate more sympathy and simultaneously create greater reach. So, this duality raises 

criAcal quesAons about the authenAcity of their story. Therefore, the research quesAon is: 

How authen+c are Dutch influencers in their a2empts to open up about mental health 

issues on Instagram?  

To answer the main quesAon, the following sub-quesAons will be addressed: 

- What is online authenAcity on Instagram? 

- What and why do influencers post about mental health issues on Instagram? 

- How do influencers make use of their authenAcity to talk about mental health? 
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1.1. Scien+fic relevance 

This research is at the interesAng intersecAon of authenAcity studies, mental health 

studies and social media studies and holds scienAfic relevance due to the scarcity of studies 

specifically addressing authenAc mental health content on Instagram. Previous research has 

predominantly focused on various posiAve and negaAve effects social media has on mental 

health, which is a complex and rapidly growing field of research (Berryman et al., 2018, pp. 

307-308; Naslund et al., 2016, pp. 114-118; PanAc, 2014, pp. 652-654). Furthermore, exisAng 

studies have primarily examined the impact of authenAc content on subjecAve well-being 

(Bailey et al., 2020, pp. 2-3; Baker et al., 2017, pp. 235-236; Bunker et al., 2024, pp. 2-4), or 

have analyzed authenAcity in the context of consumer astudes and brand markeAng within 

commercial spheres (Beverland, 2005, pp. 1003-1008; Lee & EasAn, 2021, pp. 822-825; 

Morhart et al., 2015, pp. 202-203). As illustrated above, there has been considerable 

exploraAon of mental health within the realm of social media and the effect of authenAc 

content on social media. However, liKle aKenAon has been paid to examining the 

authenAcity and credibility of the content itself. Audrezet et al. (2020) explicitly state that 

studies so far have notably focused ‘’on users' percepAons, and liKle work has centered on 

how producers (i.e., individuals or brands) manage their own authenAcity’’ (p. 559). Thus, 

too liKle is sAll known about how social media creators deploy or use authenAcity. This is 

noteworthy, given the frequent invocaAon of authenAcity in online discourses, especially 

when it comes to sensiAve topics (Slater, 2002, pp. 537-540). This research will try to parAally 

fill this gap in the literature by revealing observable authenAcity characterisAcs of mental 

health messages on social media. This may reveal much about how mental health issues are 

discussed by influencers on social media and may, therefore, contribute to the development 

of guidelines and standards that promote a healthier online ecosystem. 

 

1.2. Societal relevance 

This research is socially relevant as the demand for reliable mental health informaAon 

and help is ever increasing. According to the World Health OrganizaAon (2022a), hereaZer 

abbreviated as WHO, the amount of people with mental disorders conAnues to rise and in 

2019, already one out of eight people in the world was living with a mental disorder (para 2). 

In 2020, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of people with depression or anxiety 

disorders increased dramaAcally by 28% and 26%, respecAvely, in just one year (WHO, 2022c, 
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p.1). It is distressing to see that limited people, who are dealing with disorders, have access 

to effecAve treatment due to long queues, expensive care and sAgma or discriminaAon 

(Henderson et al., 2013, p. 777; Sartorius & Schulze, 2005, pp. xiii-xiv). Thus, there is a large 

gap between the supply and demand of mental health services, leading more and more 

people to seek help in other ways, for which social media is the most readily available choice 

(Moorhead et al., 2013, p. 2). For young people in parAcular, who are dealing a lot with 

mental problems these days, this is a quick and easy way to seek help (Fullagar et al., 2017, 

p. 3; O'Reilly et al., 2018, pp. 658-660). Influencers are increasingly taking on the role of 

experienced therapists on social media and since they oZen serve as role models, users are 

more likely to accept their informaAon (Freberg et al., 2011, p. 90; Lind & Wickström, 2024, 

pp. 218-220). Given the substanAal assumpAons surrounding influencers, conducAng 

comprehensive research into the authenAcity and sincerity of the sensiAve informaAon they 

share is crucial. This makes it socially relevant to examine the ways influencers create 

authenAc mental health content.  

 

1.3. Chapter outline 

 This research is systemaAcally organized into several chapters that are outlined as 

follows. The second chapter presents the theoreAcal framework, explaining the key concepts 

essenAal for this study. At the end of this chapter, the first sub-quesAon ''what is online 

authenAcity on Instagram?" will be answered, as this concept is the guiding principle of the 

enAre research. The third chapter consists of the methodology, jusAfying the use of 

qualitaAve content analysis and focusing on the contextualizaAon of the chosen case studies. 

In addiAon, it discusses in detail how the concept of authenAcity is operaAonalized and the 

method of data analysis, which is themaAc analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 78). Chapter 

four is dedicated to the presentaAon of the results, structured around the overarching 

category that answers the second sub-quesAon: ''What and why do influencers post about 

mental health issues on Instagram?'' This chapter further presents the three main themes 

within this category, each revealing a different authenAcity strategy. The fiZh chapter 

provides a comprehensive conclusion and discussion. Here the findings of this study are 

briefly recapitulated, thereby answering the research quesAon. Furthermore, it offers a 

reflecAon of the implicaAons and broader perspecAves on the topic, it highlights the study’s 
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limitaAons and proposes direcAons for future research. AddiAonally, each chapter begins 

with a succinct overview of the specific topics that will be discussed in detail. 
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2. TheoreJcal framework  

This chapter delineates the theoreAcal concepts that form the framework for 

understanding the social processes examined in this research (Boeije, 2010, p. 5). The 

explored concepts are ‘mental health’, ‘social media entertainment’, and ‘authenAcity’. First, 

the chapter explores mental health and its portrayal on social media, focusing on the 

concept of therapeuAc publics to clarify the broad context of this research. Next, it delves 

into social media entertainment. AZer all, the research quesAon for this study arises from 

the paradox inherent in the underlying entertainment value of social media. The chapter 

outlines the core characterisAcs of entertainment, its workings on social media pladorms like 

Instagram, and how social media influencers contribute to media credibility. Social media 

entertainment serves as a counterpart to authenAcity, shedding light on the contemporary 

online desire for authenAcity. Finally, the chapter concludes with the core concept of 

authenAcity. It examines authenAcity by discussing concepts such as ‘realness’ and the ‘true 

self’, and explores the construcAon of the online self and mediated, online authenAcity with 

its performaAve nature. This sets the stage to answer the first sub-quesAon ''What is online 

authenAcity on Instagram?'' This definiAon will guide the subsequent method and analysis. 

 

2.1. Mental Health  

According to WHO (2022b), mental health is a state of mental well-being that causes 

how you think about yourself and how you cope with challenges in life (para 1). Therefore, a 

mental disorder is a disturbance in the individual’s well-being. There are many different 

forms of mental health disorders, such as depression, post-traumaAc stress disorder, 

schizophrenia and anxiety or eaAng disorders (WHO, 2022a, para 3-10). In 2022, 970 million 

people worldwide had to live with a disorder, with anxiety and depressive disorders being 

the most common (WHO, 2022a, para 2). It is a posiAve sign that mental disorders are 

increasingly recognized as serious diseases requiring improved treatment, as they have a 

profound impact on individuals and are also becoming significant social and economic 

problems (Fullagar et al., 2017, p. 1). Unfortunately, there is sAll too liKle help available for 

people suffering from these issues due to several reasons, such as financial barriers and the 

sAgma aKached to them (Henderson et al., 2013, p. 777; Sartorius & Schulze, 2005, pp. xiii-

xiv). Above all, there is sAll too liKle knowledge about certain disorders and therefore too 
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liKle effecAve care (WHO, 2022a, para 12). The knowledge a person has about mental health 

and the opAons for gesng help for it is conceptualized with the term mental health literacy 

(Kelly et al., 2007, p. 26). Research indicates that mental health literacy is low among many 

young people, despite the fact that youth are parAcularly affected by mental health 

symptoms today (Fullagar et al., 2017, pp. 1-3). Furthermore, studies have shown that young 

people experiencing mental health issues oZen do not seek help themselves, and that help 

agencies are sAll not adequately aKuned to the needs of youth (Fullagar et al., 2017, p. 3). 

 

2.1.1. Mental health on social media 

As a result of the lack of professional help, there has been an increased amount of 

sharing about mental health issues on social media, especially among young people 

(Moorhead et al., 2013, p. 6). Social media is changing the nature and speed of health care, 

because it is an accessible and inexpensive way to have discussions about mental health 

(BeKon et al., 2015, p. 443). For example, there are several digital mental health pracAces 

that, according to Fullagar et al. (2017), provide beKer literacy such as ‘’self-management 

apps for tracking mood, gamified therapies and youth focused social markeAng to increase 

help-seeking’’ (p. 4). Social media can provide informaAon in a way that younger users value, 

which is quick, easy and anonymous (O’Reilly et al., 2018, pp. 658-660). Therefore, help 

seekers, both young and old, are increasingly seeking for informaAon on social media out of 

necessity, curiosity, or to find a support community, rather than seeking help from trained 

therapists (Jacobs et al., 2017, pp. 8-10). Thus, the internet has become a diagnosAc tool, 

allowing users to look up symptoms online and seek diagnosis without seeing a therapist 

(Rahal et al., 2018, p. 165-166). However, this also brings disadvantages, such as the accuracy 

of the informaAon being quesAoned since anyone can share informaAon or the excess of 

informaAon making people even more confused about their own mental state (Naslund, 

2020, pp. 245-250). Nevertheless, mental health informaAon on social media is mostly seen 

as posiAve trend that significantly increases mental health awareness.  

 

2.1.2. Therapeu/c publics 

Mental health support on social media comes in various forms, such as factual 

informaAon on websites, explainer videos, apps with games or trackers, but most interesAng 

is the increasing trend of users sharing their own experiences of mental distress on social 



 7 

media, thereby providing valuable informaAon for others (Fullagar et al., 2017, pp. 8-10). 

Fullagar et al. (2017) say that ''young people are acAvely posiAoned as producers of lay 

knowledge or 'lived experience' concerning their own distress, idenAficaAon of mental health 

condiAons and help-seeking pracAces'' (p. 8). Thus, on social media, users are increasingly 

sharing their own personal problems and experiences to inform others. At the same Ame, 

these experiences are also shared to receive support from others, creaAng a social support 

system on social media (Andalibi et al., 2017, pp. 1485-1487). Such a social support system 

provides benefits such as social control over sAcking to treatment, as well as encouragement, 

a sense of belonging and social contact throughout a day (Andalibi et al., 2017, pp. 1487-

1488). However, the interacAvity of social media also lurks dangers, such as unpleasant or 

aggressive comments from other users, or discriminaAon when users ask quesAons or share 

their story (Naslund., 2020, pp. 247-250). Fullagar et al. (2017) refer to users that share 

about their mental health in this digital world as ’therapeuAc publics,’ as users present a 

combinaAon of personal experience and factual knowledge that are impossible to separate 

from each other and are very valuable (p. 9).       

 Next to ‘ordinary’ users, influencers are also increasingly taking on the role as 

experienced therapists on social media (Lind & Wickström, 2024, pp. 218-220). They inform 

in the same way, only through their large influenAal reach and someAmes valuable 

collaboraAons with companies, they can exert a greater influence on users (Lind & 

Wickström, 2024, pp. 218-220). Moreover, influencers oZen have a role model funcAon, 

making users more likely to accept informaAon from them which results in influencers 

becoming important opinion leaders influencing users' behavior (Freberg et al., 2011, p. 90). 

Especially since the younger generaAon is most affected with mental health issues, the social 

networking site Instagram is a useful pladorm for influencers to share informaAon (Fullagar 

et al., 2017, pp. 2-4). However, what is important to note is that this also carries risks and 

ethical dangers. White and Hanley (2023) argue the importance of adhering to rules 

regarding competence, integrity, and confidenAality, which are oZen neglected due to the 

inherent qualiAes of social media entertainment (pp. 3-4). They emphasize that while social 

media has the potenAal to spread important mental health topics, it also carries significant 

risks (White & Hanley, 2023, p. 4). 
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2.2. Social Media Entertainment 

Research on entertainment is highly complex with numerous interpretaAons and 

analyses about what entertainment actually is. In the broadest sense, it is oZen defined as 

‘’any market offering whose main purpose it to offer pleasure to consumers’’ (Hennig-Thurau 

& Houston, 2019, p. 41). Most researchers agree that the most important aspect of 

entertainment is enjoyment (Bosshart & Macconi, 1998, p. 5; Vorderer et al., 2004, pp. 388-

390; Wolf, 1999, p. 31). It is this characterisAc that makes people want to engage with 

entertainment repeatedly. Wolf (1999) says that we live in an Entertainment Age, as fun is 

prioriAzed in almost every experience (p. 4). Therefore, almost anything can be seen as 

entertainment and it is therefore ''the driving wheel of the new world economy'' (Wolf, 1999, 

p. 4). Vogel (2020) says that entertainment is more than only fun diversion, but it is 

‘’universally interesAng and appealing because, … it moves you emoAonally’’ (p. xix). 

Vorderer (2001) defines entertainment as ''an experience that helps media users to cope 

with their everyday life’’ (p. 258). Most of the studies sAll focus on tradiAonal entertainment 

that do not occur in the context of social media (Stollfuß, 2020, p. 3). One important 

misunderstanding that needs to be clarified is that entertainment has been viewed as the 

opposite of informaAon for too long (Vorderer, 2001, pp. 249-250). However, entertainment 

is actually a crucial aspect for successful informaAon processing, since media users who are 

entertained are also more interested, making them beKer at processing informaAon 

(Bosshart & Hellmüller, 2009, p. 6). InformaAon and entertainment are thus oZen linked, 

conceptualized with the term "Infotainment", which means that content and form combine 

elements of informaAon and entertainment (Bosshart & Hellmüller, 2009, p. 6). In fact, 

Instagram can be quite entertaining as well as informaAve. 

 

2.2.1. Instagram as social media entertainment 

Social media is an Internet-based technology with the connecAon and interacAon 

between individuals as the most important feature (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). Kaplan 

& Haenlein (2010) describe it as follows ‘’Social media is a group of Internet-based 

applicaAons that build on the ideological and technological foundaAons of Web 2.0, and that 

allow the creaAon and exchange of User Generated Content’’ (p. 61). According to Kaplan 

and Heanlein's (2010) social media classificaAon, Instagram belongs to the category of social 

networking sites (p. 63). A social networking site, especially incredibly popular among 
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younger users, is a pladorm that connects users by sharing personal informaAon (Kaplan & 

Heanlein, 2010, p. 63). Instagram has grown incredibly since October 2010 due to its 

emphasis on posAng everyday life in the form of photos and videos, becoming one of the 

new social currencies in the digital world (Hu et al., 2014, p. 595). Given the characterisAcs of 

a social media pladorm, Cunningham & Craig (2017) argue that social media entertainment is 

different from tradiAonal media entertainment like television, because it is ‘’consAtuted from 

intrinsically interacAve audience centricity and appeals to authenAcity and community in a 

commercialising space” (p. 72). Thus, interacAvity and the community of users are the most 

important features of Instagram as social media entertainment. Moreover, Cunningham and 

Craig (2019) describe social media entertainment as ‘’an emerging industry’’ of pladorms, 

producers, fan communiAes and intermediaries that operate interdependently (p. 1).  

Social media has long ceased to be simply a form of entertainment for the younger 

generaAon, according to Kaplan (2015), as it has a far-reaching impact on society as a whole 

(p. 197). One example of Instagram’s far-reaching social impact is the posiAve and negaAve 

effects it has on user’s well-being (Faelens et al., 2021, pp. 4-11; Sherlock & Wagstaff, 2019, 

pp. 485-488). For example, research shows us that, on the one hand, Instagram can increase 

self-confidence and decrease loneliness, but, on the other hand, the opposite has also been 

observed (PiKman & Reich, 2016, p. 157). Instagram's interconnectedness can provide a 

boost in social support, but it can also make users feel lonelier due to the social pressure to 

be perfect, which can lead them to feel inadequate (PiKman & Reich, 2016, p. 157). 

According to Fisher (2020), social media pladorms, such as Instagram, reward conAnuously 

posAng a posiAve and perfect self-image (pp. 93-95). The need to share perfect images oZen 

arises from the desire for social acceptance and validaAon on social media (Taylor, 2022, p. 

6). Through this constant need for validaAon, the sharing of perfect images perpetuates 

itself, thus granAng Instagram social control (Fisher, 2020, pp. 99-101). This results in an 

increasing desire for authenAcity on social media pladorms such as Instagram, which will be 

discussed later. 

 

2.2.2. The opera/on of social media influencers 

Influencers on social media can have a significant impact on users' well-being. 

According to Koinig (2022), influencers are ‘‘individuals who are capable of informally 

influencing the astudes or behaviors of their followers’’ (p. 4). On social media, influencers 
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create a symbolic idenAty through which they become ‘’carriers of cultural meaning’’ (Lee & 

EasAn, 2021, p. 824). Thus, influencers are powerful role models that can provoke desired 

behavior and have the potenAal to make a difference in various areas. Social media 

influencers are widely used to convey messages and promote brands, as this has been 

proven to increase engagement and foster a more posiAve astude toward the message or 

brand (Lou et al., 2019, pp. 176-180). This is called influencer markeAng. Breves et al. (2019) 

also call it ‘’branded entertainment’’ or ‘’credible word-of-mouth’’, since the interacAve 

nature between follower and influencers on social media is so characterisAc (p. 441). Lind 

and Wickström (2024) state that social media influencers build relaAonships with their 

followers by sharing inAmate stories about their lives, such as failures and mental health 

issues, which makes them more like ‘’friends’’ and, therefore, valuable partners in markeAng 

campaigns (p. 219). Therefore, influencers are successful in conveying a message because 

they come across as credible and genuine (Breves et al., 2019, p. 447). Thus, the success of 

influencer markeAng relies on authenAcity.  

 

2.2.3. Media credibility 

The technological capabiliAes and features of the Internet, and entertainment as a 

feature of the new economy, have logically led to concerns about the veracity of online 

informaAon (Kiousis, 2001, pp. 381-385). A lot of informaAonal content on social media 

these days is delivered with an entertaining aspect, which makes it increasingly difficult to 

disAnguish the truth. Therefore, it is important to look at the media credibility. Schweiger 

(2000) conceptualizes credibility as a subjecAve variable assigned to a communicator by 

receivers (p. 39). Therefore, he says, ''one can only consider a medium as more or less 

credible - whether this is objecAvely right is impossible to verify'' (p. 39). Source credibility in 

the economic sector, according to Simpson and Kahler (1981), is ‘’… the trust, confidence, 

and faith the respondent has in the salesman’’ (p. 17). Media users cannot always know if 

the informaAon given is correct, so they have to believe and trust the source. In the case of 

social media influencers, followers decide whether they find an influencer credible based on 

subjecAve feelings, which is easier if they ought the influencer to be authenAc (Kapitan et al., 

2022, pp. 342-344).  

Several scholars over the years have researched the various factors that collecAvely 

cause a person to appear credible (Simpson & Kahler, 1981, pp. 20-24; Whitehead, 1968, pp. 
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59-63). Ohanian (1990) states that many markeAng pracAces believe that the 

communicator’s character strongly influences the credibility of a source (p. 39). To maximize 

the persuasiveness of a message, well-known spokespersons are oZen sought who are 

aKracAve, truthful and competent in the field on which they are staAng something (Ohanian, 

1990, p. 39). Indeed, oZen celebriAes have a strong connecAon to the target audience and 

this is a reason why they are oZen used for markeAng purposes (Ohanian, 1990, p. 39). 

Therefore, the credibility of celebrity endorsers is oZen measured using Ohanian's Source 

Credibility Scale (1990) which is a validated scale that consists of three dimensions: 

aKracAveness, trustworthiness and experAse (pp. 43-48). Furthermore, Whitehead (1968), 

states in his famous and commonly used scale that source credibility can be measured by the 

four factors: trustworthiness, professionalism, dynamism and objecAvity (p. 63). It is evident 

from all the factors that construct the concept of credibility that it is strongly related and 

intertwined with the concept of authenAcity.  

 

2.3. Authen+city 

According to the Cambridge dicAonary, authenAcity means the quality of being real or 

true. According to Goffman’s (1959) social interacAon network, as cited by Lee and EasAn 

(2021), authenAcity is oZen understood as the degree to which a person is true to their own 

personality, despite external influences (p. 825). AuthenAcity is mostly seen as 

mulAdimensional and socially constructed concept by various scholars and comprises a 

dynamic process. For example, Sheldon et al. (2004) conceptualize authenAcity as a trait of 

individuals who are honest with themselves and act in accordance with their internal state, 

both privately and publicly (p. 249). Wood et al. (2008) conceptualize authenAcity as a 

process consisAng of three stages; the inner experience of the self; the awareness of this 

inner experience and the expression of this inner experience (p. 386). Varga (2012) 

conceptualizes authenAcity using two models: inner sense and producAonism (p. 7). Inner 

sense can be explained as what feels true to oneself, a form of ‘’introspecAve idenAficaAon’’ 

in the internal world, whereas producAonism is its opposite, defined by acAons that shape 

one’s idenAty in the external world or the arAsAc creaAon of oneself (Varga, 2012, p. 7). 

There are many different scales and subconcepts of authenAcity, but most theories 

emphasize the connecAon between the internal and external dimensions. However, sAll few 

scholars explicitly define the term or agree on a generic meaning. AZer all, Beverland (2005) 
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argues what is considered authenAc can also be determined as arbitrary since "images of 

authenAcity involve projecAng an image that is partly true and partly rhetorical" (p. 1008). 

Furthermore, authenAcity is a socially constructed interpretaAon of what can be subjecAvely 

perceived versus the objecAve, inherent properAes of an object (Beverland, 2006, p. 257). 

Various nuances of authenAcity will now be discussed with emphasis on realness and 

construcAng the true self that consists of performaAve acAons online.  

 

2.3.1. Realness and the true self  

A relaAvely large amount of research has been devoted to the noAon of real, which is 

an important core concept within the concept of authenAcity. InteresAngly, realness and 

authenAcity are oZen used for the same thought and are used interchangeably in casual 

speech. However, recent research by Hopwood et al. (2021) shows that realness is an 

important component of the mulAdimensional concept of authenAcity (p. 3). They consider 

authenAcity to be a dynamic process and ‘’conceptualize realness as a more specific, core 

feature of that process that is revealed only in certain social condiAons’’ (Hopwood et al., 

2021, p. 1). Realness is important in research on authenAcity because it reveals differences in 

individuals’ behavior precisely when a situaAon occurs that pressures a person to be 

inauthenAc (Hopwood et al., 2021, p. 1). Realness has been much discussed in classical 

theories of personaliAes. In general, being real is ‘’behaving on the outside the way one feels 

on the inside, without regard for personal or social consequences’’ (Hopwood et al., 2021, p. 

3). Thus, realness occurs when individuals act based on their internal feelings and do not let 

external factors affect them. It involves a connecAon between one’s emoAons and acAons, 

which is a key characterisAc of authenAcity emphasized by many scholars. In addiAon to 

realness, research on authenAcity oZen cites the concept of the true self. Schlegel et al. 

(2011) define the true self as ‘’who a person really is, regardless of his or her outward 

behavior’’ (p. 745). Thus, this also demonstrates similariAes with realness and authenAcity, 

highlighAng the connecAon between internal feelings and external behavior. What is 

important to menAon within the research field of authenAcity and the true self is that 

studies frequently show expressing one’s true self has posiAve effects on people's well-being 

and predicts a healthier life (Bailey et al., 2009, p. 7; Schlegel et al., 2009, pp. 486-487; Wood 

et al., 2008, pp. 386-387). Being as authenAc as possible and thus acAng on your true self in 
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daily life can predict a more posiAve life. This makes it especially interesAng to examine the 

authenAcity of social media influencers who talk about mental health.  

The words ‘real’ and ‘true’ are relaAve words, because it remains difficult to evaluate 

whether a person truly acts on his internal beliefs. Furthermore, Sheldon et al. (2004) say 

‘’confusion can arise …, because it is not clear if by ‘’self’’ they mean ‘’my concept of myself 

and my conscious commitments’’ or ‘’my underlying personality and needs’’’’ (p. 270). With 

realness, the quesAon always remains in relaAon to what something is seen as real. 

Henceforth, in this thesis, the words are in parentheses when talking about whether 

someone comes across as ‘real’ or someone ‘really’ acts according to internal beliefs and the 

‘true’ self.   

 

2.3.2. The online constructed self 

Within this research the focus is on the creaAon of online authenAcity and online self-

presentaAon. AuthenAcity coexists with technology in the online spheres even though the 

two concepts fundamentally clash (Taylor, 2022, pp. 1-4). Technology builds on things that 

are fake or simulated, whereas authenAcity builds on things that are ‘real’ and natural. 

Therefore, Taylor (2022) asks the quesAon: ‘’In a world of simulacra, in parAcular reference 

to social media … how can anything be authenAc?’’ (p. 3). Social media are digital spaces 

where online personas are constructed by people, and the relaAonship between the ‘real’ 

self and the virtual persona is therefore complex. Marshall (2010) says ''The public self is 

constantly worked upon and updated in its online form....'' (p. 42). Social media give the 

freedom to users to constantly polish their self-presentaAon and portray the best self they 

want to be, whether it is ‘real’ or not. Sociologist David Riesman even says: ‘’The more 

advanced the technology, on the whole, the more possible it is for a considerable number of 

human beings to imagine being somebody else’’ (as cited in PiKman & Reich, 2016, p. 155). 

AZer all, how can someone be authenAc online if their idenAty is digitally constructed and 

can be modified in any desired form? For this reason, Wang and Skovira (2017) state that 

social media are a tool for creaAng an inauthenAc self through escaping into imaginary 

worlds (p. 3017). However, Abidin (2018) argues that ‘’… we need go beyond dichotomies 

that posit the online is “fake” and the offline more “authenAc,” given that all self-

presentaAon in digital and physical spaces is curated and controlled’’ (p. 3). In the online 

world, it may be easier to portray a personality in a different way, but this can certainly be 
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the same in the physical world. As a result, Taylor (2022) argues that as a society we face the 

damaging effects of constantly wanAng to be someone else and are therefore longing for 

authenAcity (p. 6). So, how can someone appear authenAc online, with the above 

contradicAons in mind?  

 

2.3.3. Performa/vity of online, mediated authen/city 

 On social media, more influencers want to show that they are truly themselves and 

do not strive to appear as perfect as possible (Reade, 2021, p. 550). Kowalcyzk and Pounders 

(2016) define social media authenAcity ‘’as a post or photo that demonstrates some aspect 

of the celebrity’s true self’’ (p. 347). Influencers can manage this in different ways. Reade 

(2021) examined how influencers strive to appear ‘real’ by posAng, for example, more 

unedited photos of their imperfect bodies, a concept she refers to as ‘photographic truth,’ or 

engaging in ‘pracAces of real talk’ on important topics like mental health (p. 550). Taylor 

(2022) argues that the authenAcity of social media content can be measured based on 

metrics such as likes, shares, comments, and so on (p. 4). She suggests that higher 

engagement levels indicate more effecAve authenAcity pracAces (Taylor, 2022, p. 4). Abidin 

(2018) argues that influencers ‘’… must acAvely juxtapose this stripped-down version of 

themselves against the median and normaAve self-presentaAons of glamour….’’ (p. 3). In this 

way, authenAcity can be measured by how frequently the back entrance to the influencers’ 

backstage world is opened, a concept Abidin (2018) refers to as ’porous authenAcity’ (p. 5). 

These measurements imply a producAonist view of authenAcity, as described by Varga 

(2012), because authenAc presentaAon can be objecAvely evaluated using these kinds of 

measurements (p. 7).          

 The most prominent reason why influencers engage in these authenAc pracAces is 

that they can create digital inAmacy with followers, making them appear more credible 

(Kowalcyzk & Pounders, 2016, pp. 349-350). Thus, these online pracAces allow influencers to 

build a loyal group of followers to whom they can credibly communicate important 

messages. However, paradoxically, this ‘real’ picture of the influencer is also consciously 

created (Van Driel & Dumitrica, 2021, pp. 79-81). It becomes evident within social media that 

authenAcity is parAcularly used as conscious technological strategy for influencers to build 

relatability and inAmate connecAons with users (Abidin, 2018, p. 3). In fact, Reade (2021) 

says that online authenAcity ‘’becomes a carefully calculated way to market oneself….’’ (p. 
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538). It is therefore striking that even this authenAcity that users crave so much on social 

media, to feel that not everything is perfect, is also strategically constructed (Taylor, 2022, p. 

6). Reade (2021) says that authenAcity has a performaAve nature as it is ‘’reflected in choices 

users make to appear 'real' to one another’’ (p. 537). Taylor (2022) also uses the term 

performaAvity for online authenAcity, as authenAcity on social media is temporary and 

depends on the technical choices a person makes (p. 19). AZer all, online authenAcity can 

only be achieved temporarily and is arAficial. Thus, since it is a strategy and is applied to 

content creaAon, online authenAcity is best understood as a performaAve acAon rather than 

an inherent quality of someone (Taylor, 2022, pp. 10-14). Online authenAcity thus becomes a 

technical construct in which the fake and the ‘real’ coexist, which makes it especially an 

ambiguous concept.  

Moreover, understanding the concept also involves understanding the users. AZer all, 

users need to believe that an influencer is ‘real’ on social media and therefore, users are 

oZen considered as co-creators of authenAcity (Leigh et al., 2006, pp. 490-491). 

Furthermore, Kapitan et al. (2022) say that authenAcity is an ongoing communicaAve 

process, established through mediaAons between influencers and their followers (pp. 342-

344). Therefore, online authenAcity is also conceptualized with the term mediated 

authenAcity. Furthermore, Enli (2015) calls the connecAon between followers and the 

influencer the ‘authenAcity contract’ because there are certain agreements that both parAes 

must comply with for the content to be considered authenAc (p. 131). If followers find 

something fake that is announced as ‘real’ by the influencer himself, a breach of contract has 

occurred that must be restored. Reade (2021) also calls it ‘’an ongoing process of impression 

management, based on audience feedback….’’ (p. 537). These authenAcity agreements 

between followers and influencers have become incredibly important in media, as 

disAnguishing the ‘real’ from the fake must conAnuously occur on online pladorms. This 

demonstrates the importance of measuring credibility and the similariAes with perceiving 

someone as authenAc. It all depends on whether the person comes across as ’real’ and 

truthful and the trust the recipient has in this person (Whitehead, 1968, p. 63). Therefore, it 

can be argued that credibility has strong affinity with authenAcity. 

This allows for a theory-based answer to the first sub-quesAon: ''what is online 

authenAcity on Instagram?" The main characterisAcs of Instagram as social media 

entertainment are its interacAvity and the community of users created by sharing everyday 
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life. On Instagram, more influencers are striving to appear ‘real’ in response to the perceived 

arAficiality and fakeness online. Online authenAcity is a performaAve acAon, as influencers 

make conscious choices to appear ‘real’ and rely heavily on inAmate interacAons with their 

followers. Paradoxically, despite being ‘real’, online authenAcity primarily serves as a 

strategic choice for influencers to construct a desired online persona. This mulAdimensional 

construct will be further analyzed in this research, parAcularly in the context of mental 

health content.  
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3. Methodology  

This chapter outlines the method used to answer the research quesAon. First, it 

explains why qualitaAve content analysis, with the use of a case study, is the best way to 

conduct the research. Then, it discusses in detail how the sampling and data collecAon were 

conducted, with addiAonal emphasis on contextualizing the chosen influencers. AZer this, 

the operaAonalizaAon of the concept of authenAcity is explained to demonstrate how the 

concept was made tangible for examining the influencers’ Instagram posts, with parAcular 

aKenAon to the inherent subjecAvity aspect of authenAcity. The chapter then describes how 

the data analysis was conducted through textual and visual themaAc analysis. Finally, it 

discusses the credibility of this method.  

 
3.1. Research design 

The goal of this research is to invesAgate how authenAc influencers ‘really’ are when 

they talk about mental health on Instagram. As menAoned in the scienAfic relevance of this 

research, too liKle research has been done on the authenAc social media content itself 

(Audrezet et al., 2020, p. 559). Therefore, this research works towards a structured and the 

most objecAve method possible to invesAgate how the chosen Dutch influencers convey 

their mental health stories through words and images, use their authenAcity for this purpose 

and how this authenAcity can be examined.  

This research was conducted using qualitaAve content analysis, enabling the deeper 

meaning of a social phenomenon to be explored (Boeije, 2010, pp. 6-8). According to 

Schreier (2012) qualitaAve content analysis is ‘’a method for systemaAcally describing the 

meaning of qualitaAve data’’ (p. 171). QualitaAve content analysis does not look at content 

as the main object of analysis, but uses the content as a ‘’window into human experience’’ 

(Ryan & Bernard, 2000, p. 769). Thus, with this method, a researcher looks beyond the text. 

Mayring (2015) stresses the link between the content and the communicaAve contexts, as 

these contexts refer to the origin, effect, and purpose of the content’s creaAon, which are 

necessary to examine the deeper layers of meaning (p. 369). AZer all, the influencers’ posts 

are part of communicaAve contexts and by examining these, the underlying interpretaAons, 

assumpAons and narraAves of the creaAon of mental health content can be revealed 

(Mayring, 2015, p. 369). Therefore, qualitaAve content analysis considers the latent meaning 

of the content, which involves examining the combinaAon of textual and visual elements that 
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convey both explicit and implicit interpretaAons of stories in various contexts (Mayring, 

2015, p. 367). Puppis (2019) addiAonally emphasizes that the relaAonship between the text 

and the context is extremely important because it reveals the relaAonship to the 

circumstances of the producAon (p. 374). Therefore, the use of qualitaAve content analysis 

contributed to the realizaAon of the aim of this study to invesAgate how authenAc 

influencers are in communicaAng mental health messages. Mainly since authenAcity is 

strongly related to the context of the ‘real’ self, content analysis is appropriate.   

 Furthermore, a case study was suitable for this research, because ‘’the focus is on a 

contemporary phenomenon within some real-life context’’ (Yin, 2009, p. 1). This explanatory 

research aims to invesAgate how authenAc influencers are in their aKempts to open up 

about mental health. To examine this, the influencers’ posts were examined over an 

extended period of Ame as well as the context surrounding the influencers’ operaAons. 

Therefore, the research quesAon deals with ‘’operaAonal links needing to be traced over 

Ame’’, making a case-study an appropriate method for this purpose (Yin, 2009, p. 6).   

 
3.2. Sampling 

This study focused specifically on the Instagram content of the following influencers: 

@VivianHoorn, @RianneMeijer, @JoannvdHerik and @VeraCamilla. These four female 

influencers, aged 25-35, were chosen based on purposive sampling because it allowed for 

the selecAon of suitable cases where the authenAcity processes studied were most likely to 

occur (Silverman, 2011, p. 388). The reasons these well-known Dutch influencers were 

chosen is because of: their large reach of followers, their appeal to a young audience, their 

sincere way of talking about insecuriAes and mental health issues and their aKempts to 

appear ‘real’. Moreover, these four influencers are oZen recommended by well-known online 

magazines with a young audience, such as Vogue, Cosmopolitan, Grazia and Elle as most 

inspiring influencers who talk about mental health. With this large reach, they can have a 

significant impact on mental health awareness. Considering that youth are struggling the 

most with mental health issues today and also use social media the most to seek support 

from others (Fullagar et al., 2017, pp. 1-3), these influencers are an appropriate sample for 

this research. The social media pladorm Instagram was chosen because young adults are the 

largest group of users and Instagram is the forerunner in the influencer industry, according to 

StaAsta (Dixon, 2024, para. 1). Furthermore, the choice of four women was deliberate, as 
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including men would require analyzing gender effects, which is not the aim of this study. The 

focus on four individuals, and for example not mental health hashtags, considers the 

importance of context in understanding influencers’ authenAcity.     

         

3.2.1. Context of the influencers 

To examine how authenAc the content of the chosen influencers is, examining their 

context is key. AZer all, how these four female influencers ‘really’ come across in their 

Instagram posts is influenced by their personaliAes and the online environment in which they 

operate, which their followers can discover online (Freberg et al., 2011, p. 91). Hence, here is 

a brief explanaAon of who these four women are, what their personal missions are, what 

they generally say about mental health and what their online style is. This informaAon was 

generated through what we know through their enAre Instagram page on which they have 

shared their lives for the past several years. For the aim of this research, their pages have 

been followed for months in advance to ensure proper understanding of their way of posAng 

everyday life.  

 

3.2.1.1. Vivian Hoorn 

Vivian Hoorn (@Vivianhoorn, 31) is an influencer with 616k Instagram followers, a 

model, photographer, creaAve entrepreneur and founder of the fashion brand VIVEH. VIVEH 

designs clothing based on Vivian's measurements, aiming to make every body feel 

comfortable in loose, elegant asre. Vivian’s mission is to promote self-love, reflected in her 

Instagram bio ‘’more self love my love’’. Vivian oZen shares pictures highlighAng her body’s 

natural imperfecAons. Despite years of social media acAvity, she first revealed her struggle 

with depression in fall 2022, sharing her emoAonal story with followers. She frequently 

discusses her past eaAng disorder from her modeling days, highlighAng her previous 

unhappiness, self-image struggles and keeping her body at the socially desired weight. This 

may possibly be the reason why she deleted her pre-2020 posts. She oZen posts 

comparisons of her past and present: she may have looked socially desirable before, but she 

is much happier with her body now. Previously, Vivian ran a second Instagram account, 

@Jacqueline_Timemachine, featuring imperfect photos, but since 2021, she shares these 

candid pictures on her main account.  

 



 20 

3.2.1.2. Rianne AAya-Meijer 

Rianne AAya-Meijer (@Rianne.meijer, 31) is an influencer with 1.5 million Instagram 

followers. Her mission is to inspire and entertain her followers with an unpolished, humorous 

view of her life. Unlike many other influencers, she never paints a perfect image, but shares 

down-to-earth stories with a touch of humor. She is known for her ‘Instagram vs real life’ 

photos and quirky humor, she embraces imperfecAon, as reflected in her bio ‘’professional 

buK squeezer since 1993’’. In 2018, Rianne shiZed from posAng perfect lingerie and bikini 

photos, which aKracted a predominantly male audience, to sharing raw, relatable content, 

feeling the former was superficial and made her unhappy (RTL news, 2018, para. 6). She has 

struggled with stress and anxiety, especially aZer experiencing a miscarriage in 2022, which 

resulted in mental problems. She oZen says she could no longer trust her body and even 

small, normal tasks gave her anxiety aKacks, which led to therapy. AddiAonally, she is an 

ambassador for Plan InternaAonal, an organizaAon fighAng for equal opportuniAes and rights 

for girls worldwide. 

 

3.2.1.3. Joann van de Herik  

Joann van de Herik (@Joannvdherik, 25) is an influencer with 373k Instagram 

followers, a model and author of her book ‘’Joann's road to self-love’’. Both in her book and 

on Instagram, she tells her story of how she grew from an insecure girl to a confident plus-

size model. With her Instagram posts, she tries to put the importance of looks and the 

current beauty ideal into perspecAve and wants to inspire people with her body-posiAvity 

content. She stands for self-love, which is why her Instagram bio includes the quote ‘’the 

best thing you can ever be is yourself’’. She shares a lot of naked photos in parAcular. 

Previously, Joann tells she desperately wanted to fit into the perfect picture shared online, 

which caused her to hate herself and for a long Ame she struggled with depressed thoughts. 

She also developed an eaAng disorder as a result. Fortunately, a few years ago, she changed 

tack and threw herself into the idea that beauty is only a changeable concept.  

 

3.2.1.4. Vera Camilla  

Vera Camilla (@Veracamilla, 32) is an influencer with 206k Instagram followers, 

Youtuber and entrepreneur. She gained fame as one of the first beauty bloggers and in 2017, 

she was among the first Dutch influencers to promote body-posiAvity on Instagram (Boer, 
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2023, para. 2). She shares unedited photos to show that every body is perfect in its own way. 

She struggled with a burnout not much later, which caused prolonged silence on her social 

channels. She also has an anxiety disorder and ongoing depression, including past suicidal 

thoughts leading to crisis hospitalizaAon. As a result, she became an ambassador for World 

Suicide PrevenAon Day. She wants to discuss mental health issues on her Instagram by being 

open about therapy and medicaAon. Her Instagram bio reads ‘’makeup, mental health & 

living life plus sized’’. She also hosts the podcast ‘’Group therapy with Vera & Sophie’’, 

tackling mental health taboos from personal experience, as she describes herself as sAll 

‘’mentally unhealthy’’.  

 

3.2.2. Data collec/on 

All the influencers’ posts from 2022 and 2023 regarding various mental health issues, 

including depression, low self-esteem, body insecuriAes and eaAng disorders, were examined 

for further research. This research focused on a wide range of mental health concerns and 

not just one type. In fact, the most common mental issues are depression and anxiety 

disorders according to WHO (2022, para 2). These mental health disorders are oZen used as 

umbrella terms for many different causes and symptoms (Carek et al., 2011, p. 16). 

Consequently, this research treated depression and anxiety as comprehensive categories, 

encompassing symptoms like low self-esteem and eaAng disorders, and examined all related 

posts broadly. For this, it was extra important to take into account the influencers' context, as 

many posts implicitly said a lot about their insecuriAes, ideals and negaAve mental feelings, 

while on a first quick glance, this was not so easily detectable. Posts that were, for example, 

only about fashion or travel, without any explicit or implicit link to mental condiAons, were 

excluded. Only pictures, capAons and comments from the influencers were selected for the 

corpus. EmoAcons and hashtags were automaAcally included in the capAons and were 

therefore textually studied as normal phrases, but they were not researched in detail. 

Approximately one-fourth of the capAons were originally wriKen in Dutch, while three-

fourths were in English. In the results chapter, Dutch capAons were literally translated into 

English, aiming to closely follow the original text. This is indicated in the running text by 

square brackets. Videos and stories were excluded, because considerable addiAonal research 

on aspects such as montage or soundtrack would be needed. The Instagram content of the 

four influencers is publicly available and could be stored privately. The posts were saved to a 



 22 

research folder using Instagram's save funcAon and later documented offline in a numbered 

PDF. In total, 185 posts were included in the themaAc content analysis; 50 from Vivian, 50 

from Rianne, 46 from Joan, and 39 from Vera. The size of the data set fits this method and 

provided the required material to answer the research quesAon.  

 
3.3. Opera+onaliza+on 

OperaAonalizing authenAcity is difficult, because the concept is inherently subjecAve, 

relying on arbitrary processes and subjecAve beliefs about what is ‘real’ (Beverland, 2005, p. 

1008; Beverland, 2006, p. 257). Several studies have used validated authenAcity scales, such 

as the Integrated Self-Discrepancy Index (Hardin & Lakin, 2009), which measures how well 

the ‘real’ self matches the characterisAcs of the online persona (pp. 247-248). Another 

example is the scale from Wood et al. (2008), which emerged from person-centered 

psychology, that measures the degree of authenAcity in an individual (p. 388). Kapitan et al. 

(2022) measure authenAcity as a mediated relaAonship between the influencer and the 

consumers in the markeAng field (pp. 344-347). These studies highlight that authenAcity to 

this point is oZen measured subjecAvely, focusing on self-portrayal or consumer astudes, 

rather than objecAve indicators. As a result, there is not one scale that is completely 

compaAble for this study. For these reasons, this method worked towards one compaAble 

scale that looks at the tangible visual and textual features of authenAcity that a researcher 

can observe from the online social media content. This builds on the definiAon of online 

authenAcity as described in the theoreAcal framework. Thus, this method adopts a 

producAonist view of authenAcity, as posited by Varga (2012), by objecAvely looking at how 

influencers present their authenAc selves on social media (p. 7).  

This study uAlized the scale developed by Lee & EasAn (2021) to analyze the 

authenAcity of social media influencers (pp. 825-831). This scale is based on five dimensions: 

sincerity, truthful endorsements, visibility, experAse and uniqueness. This study excludes two 

dimensions: uniqueness, which is too subjecAve for comparison among these four 

influencers, and truthful endorsements, which focus too much on the commercial aspect of 

influencer markeAng and are not applicable when examining mental health posts. The 

remaining three dimensions are operaAonalized based on the framework established by Lee 

& EasAn (2021, pp. 825-831). 
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Dimension Indicators 

Sincerity • Seems kind and good hearted 

• Is sincere 

• Comes off as very genuine 

• Is down-to-earth 

Visibility • Not only posts about the good in their life but also about hardships 

• Talks about real-life issues going on in their life 

• Talks about their flaws and is not ashamed for showing them to the 

public 

• Reveals a lot of their personal life to the public 

Exper+se • Is skilled in their field 

• Is very knowledgeable in their field 

• Demonstrates a natural ability in their field 

Table 1 - Opera/onaliza/on of the authen/city dimensions 

These dimensions align with the conceptualizaAon discussed in the theory chapter. 

Kowalcyzk & Pounders (2016) are among those supporAng the sincerity dimension, 

explaining how influencers create digital inAmacy with their followers by being kind and 

genuine (pp. 349-350). Abidin (2018) primarily supports the visibility dimension, emphasizing 

that influencers should reveal their backstage world to appear authenAc (pp. 3-5). Fullagar et 

al. (2017) mainly support the experAse dimension, showing how mixing personal experiences 

with facts increases credibility when discussing mental health (pp. 4-9).    

 To clarify these dimensions with tangible features, this study addiAonally used 

Reade's (2021) study, by finding two different ‘’raw’’ tacAcs an influencer uses on Instagram 

to appear authenAc (pp. 541-550). First, the posts were analyzed according to the 

‘photographic truth,’ which means photos are unedited and show the body as it is. So, 

showing imperfecAons that are not removed just for the photo, such as blemishes, cellulite 

and stretch marks. Second, the research looked for the ‘pracAces of real talk,’ which means 

influencers share stories about difficult aspects of their lives, including insecuriAes and bad 

days. As explained in the theoreAcal framework, the credibility of influencer persona is very 

important and is strongly related to measuring authenAcity. In fact, the ways in which 
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credibility is measured bear strong similariAes to the ways in which authenAcity is measured. 

This is why this study incorporates credibility in analyzing the content based on the above 

authenAcity dimensions. 

In conclusion, authenAcity within an influencers’ online content could be 

systemaAcally examined using these dimensions, revealing the basic steps on which a 

parAcular ‘real’ and credible idenAty and message is strategically constructed. This scale was 

used as a theoreAcal guideline in coding the content. Therefore, this study was ulAmately 

able to measure the authenAcity of a post as objecAvely as possible through the eyes of the 

researcher. 

 

3.3.1. Inherent subjec/vity aspect of authen/city 

As described in the theoreAcal framework, authenAcity is an ongoing communicaAve 

process between users and influencers, as users ulAmately decide for themselves whether 

they consider an influencer ‘real’ or not (Kapitan et al., 2022, pp. 342-344). AuthenAcity is 

thus an assemblage of influencers' authenAc qualiAes and strategies and the extent to which 

users perceive an influencer as authenAc. Either of these two would give a one-sided and 

incomplete picture of authenAcity. The consideraAon of authenAcity is context specific, 

subjecAve and user dependent, causing that the concept is oZen vaguely operaAonalized 

(Beverland, 2006, p. 257). This could raise quesAons about the objecAvity of this authenAcity 

scale. However, among others, Lee and EasAn (2021) have shown the opposite, staAng that 

authenAcity is a mulAdimensional construct and should be considered as such (p. 835). They 

state ''SMI authenAcity is an amalgamaAon of subjecAve, objecAve, and observaAonal cues 

….'' (Lee & EasAn, 2021, p. 835). Thus, on the one hand, the created scale encompasses the 

most observable indicators of authenAcity through textual and visual features. On the other 

hand, it includes the user's (in this case, the researcher’s) percepAon of whether they 

consider the influencer authenAc or not. Thus, the scale combines objecAve and observable 

features to measure the influencers’ authenAcity, but it also addresses less observable, and 

more subjecAve, authenAc characterisAcs such as the quesAon ‘’seems kind and good 

hearted’’. These characterisAcs are inherent in authenAcity and could not be ignored. This 

subjecAve quesAon could be systemaAcally answered by considering context-specific factors 

and comparing them to the other influencers being studied. This is why this thesis described 
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the selecAon of cases in detail, emphasizing the context of the chosen individuals. However, 

it remains inherent to authenAcity that the researcher's percepAon is included.  

 
3.4. Data analysis 

The collected data was analyzed using visual and textual themaAc content analysis. 

Boeije (2010) argues it is a suitable qualitaAve method to analyze aspects of social life and 

interpret it in an in-depth way (pp. 94-95). According to Braun and Clarke (2006) themaAc 

analysis is ‘’seen as a foundaAonal method for qualitaAve analysis’’ (p. 78). It is a flexible 

method and allows to idenAfy and analyze themes within the rich data. A theme says 

something about the data in relaAon to the research quesAon and ‘’represents some level of 

pa6erned response or meaning within the data set’’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 82). The 

themaAc content analysis focuses on both idenAfying and describing implicit and explicit 

ideas (Guest et al., 2011, pp. 9-10). The themes are constructed by aggregaAng the most 

relevant codes. Charmaz (2014) defines the purpose of coding as ‘’coding disAlls data, sorts 

them, and gives us an analyAc handle for making comparisons with other segments of data’’ 

(p. 4). A code is a collecAve name for specific maKers found in the data and therefore, it 

classifies the data units. As the data was analyzed specifically on in theory embedded 

dimensions of authenAcity, a theoreAcal themaAc analysis was performed with the use of 

deducAve codes and sensiAzing concepts in parAcular (Braun & Clarke, 2006, pp. 83-84). 

 Of importance is the fact that the essence of Instagram posts is the combinaAon of a 

visual photo with textual capAons. Thus, the meaning of a post is communicated not only 

through language, but also through visual language (Machin & Mayr, 2012, pp. 30-31). 

Images can tell us something that text alone cannot, which is why the combinaAon of textual 

and visual analysis is important. AZer all, the meaning lies in the conjuncAon of image and 

text. Therefore, content is coded both visually and textually. First, a short outline of how 

images are decomposed in order to be coded in the following steps. 

 

3.4.1. Visual analysis 

Machin and Mayr (2012) proposed a visual analysis toolkit based on the three 

aspects; aKributes, sesngs and salience (pp. 49-56). For aKributes, the focus in this research 

is specifically on what objects are in the image, for example, a body, bikini, camera, chair and 

so forth. The sesng is the background of the image and shows the scenery in which the 
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aKributes play a role, for example, a beach, bathroom, bedroom and so forth (Machin & 

Mayr, 2012, p. 52). Machin and Mayr (2012) describe salience as ‘’certain features in 

composiAons are made to stand out, to draw our aKenAon to foreground certain 

meanings….’’ (p. 54). There are several methods to generate aKenAon in an image such as, 

size, color, tone, focus, foregrounding and overlapping (Machin & Mayr, 2012, pp. 54-56). 

Thus, this research coded the images according to the objects present, the specific sesng 

features and the salience methods used.  

 

3.4.2. Three coding stages 

Boeije (2010) disAnguishes three coding stages within themaAc analysis that were 

used in this research: open coding, axial coding, and selecAve coding (pp. 95-118). The first 

step involved open coding of the Instagram images and capAons. All posts were iniAally 

coded in short descripAons based on what is evident in the data itself. The capAons were 

fragmented based on what is wriKen, while the images were fragmented based on the 

aKributes, sesng, and salience, as described above. The second stage was the axial coding 

of the data. More abstract codes were built by linking the open codes with similar meaning 

together, exposing key paKerns. The sensiAzing codes, derived from the dimensions of 

authenAcity, were applied here to ensure that all characterisAcs substanAated in theory were 

examined. AZer linking and reconstrucAng the codes, the third step was the selecAve coding. 

The most relevant codes were generated into the main themes and the sub themes of the 

data. SystemaAc coding tables (Appendices A and B) were created to organize the generated 

themes, the most important coding examples, subcodes and image features, providing 

insight into how selecAve coding was conducted (Boeije, 2010, p. 98). AZer the selecAve 

coding, the reviewing stage was important, as Braun and Clarke (2016) say ‘’… at this level 

you consider the validity of individual themes in relaAon to the data set, but also whether 

your candidate themaAc map ‘accurately’ reflects the meanings evident in the data set as a 

whole’’ (p. 91). The themes were checked again against the data and then finally defined 

with an overarching name that encompassed the essence of each theme. The hierarchy of 

the (sub)themes was illustrated using themaAc maps (Appendix C), as described by Braun 

and Clarke (2006, pp. 89-90). UlAmately, the key themes served to explain the 

phenomenon’s behavior and could provide an answer to the research quesAon (Boeije, 2010, 
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pp. 119-120). The most relevant examples described in the results secAon are organized in 

sequenAal order in Appendix D, using the same numbering as the PDF of the enAre data set. 

 

3.5. Credibility of the study 

The quality of the research was assessed in term of its credibility which means that 

the interpretaAon of the data must be reasonable and convincing (Silverman, 2011, pp. 351-

360). Credibility is oZen mistaken for the truth, however, it is important to disAnguish that 

credible research does not also make it the truth. Credibility refers to “…careful scholarship, 

commitment to rigorous argument, aKending to the links between claims and evidence….” 

(Seale, 2004, as cited in Silverman, 2011, p. 359). Knowledge gained through research is 

always evolving and improving (Silverman, 2011, p. 359).     

 ThemaAc content analysis may be seen as a subjecAve way of analyzing data as it is in 

essence an interpreAve approach. Braun and Clarke (2006) argue about themaAc content 

analysis that ‘’one of the criAcisms … is the percepAon that ‘anything goes’’’ (p. 95). However, 

this method provided a systemaAc way of analyzing the data using a codebook and is built 

upon a theoreAcal backbone with the use of sensiAzing concepts that guided the research. 

The reliability was realized by making the research process as transparent as possible by 

extensively describing the data process (Silverman, 2011, p. 360). The validity was realized by 

doing an extensive check in the data analysis by double coding and constantly reviewing the 

themes (Silverman, 2011, p. 369).         

 This purposive case study research method might raise quesAons about the 

generalizability of the research as only four influencers were analyzed. However, Silverman 

(2011) argues not too much value should be put on generalizaAon, because single cases are 

important for in-depth research (p. 387).  
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4. Results  

 The purpose of this thesis is to answer the following research quesAon: How 

authen/c are Dutch influencers in their a6empts to open up about mental health issues on 

Instagram? ThemaAc content analysis has been conducted to invesAgate the use of 

authenAcity in the Instagram posts regarding mental health of the four chosen influencers. 

Three main themes were idenAfied during this analysis, which will help in answering the 

research quesAon. The three themes are Embracing the ordinary, LeCng down the media 

mask and Confiden/al friendship connec/on with followers. The first theme is mainly focused 

on the visual content of the data set, since it includes mainly visual aspects with which the 

normalcy of the body is depicted. The other two themes are more focused on the textual 

content of the data set, since it includes the pracAces of sincere talking. Despite this, both 

the visual and textual aspects are reflected in all themes, because the meaning lies in the 

conjuncAon of an Instagram photo and its capAon. The overarching category under which 

these three themes are grouped is Opening up about mental health, illustrated in Figure 1. 

Here it is first discussed what mental health informaAon is shared and for what purpose, 

which answers the second sub-quesAon What and why do influencers post about mental 

health issues on Instagram? The three themes have partly emerged from the theoreAcal 

authenAcity framework, as explained in the preceding chapters, and from theories about 

mental health on social media and entertainment studies. The most relevant results and 

examples are explained in detail below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 - Thema/c map of the main category with the three themes 
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4.1. Influencers opening up about mental health  

First, it is important to outline what and why these four influencers post about mental 

health issues on Instagram. Only aZer this, it can be examined how they do this using 

authenAcity. The context secAons in the method chapter outlined what can be known of the 

influencers’ Instagram acAvity over the years. Here is a descripAon of what specifically 

appears in the selected data set. The themaAc analysis revealed that influencers frequently 

discuss mental health by sharing personal experiences to inform followers. These stories 

oZen stem from their own struggles, allowing them to share effecAve coping strategies 

based on their experiences. The influencers can therefore be seen as ‘therapeuAc publics’ as 

they combine their personal experience with factual knowledge and are producers of ‘’lived 

experience’’ (Fullagar et al., 2017, pp. 8-9). The most occurring mental health disorders 

menAoned by the four influencers are: depression, anxiety disorders, mental breakdowns, 

panic aKacks, loneliness, low self-esteem, severe body insecuriAes, the paralyzing effect of a 

poor mental state, burn out, experience with crisis services, therapy, use of medicaAon, 

suicidal thoughts and trauma (Appendix A nr.2). AddiAonally, all four are open about the 

impact social media can have on their mental health. As the influencers share this 

informaAon on social media, they increase mental health literacy among their followers in a 

quick and inexpensive way (Fullagar et al., 2017, p. 4). Users who scroll on Instagram and 

follow these influencers get informaAon about heavy topics in an approachable way that 

they might otherwise not have explicitly looked up (BeKon et al., 2015, p. 443). The 

influencers thus act as online experienced therapists on Instagram (Lind & Wickström, 2024, 

pp. 218-220).  

 The mental health experiences shared by the influencers on Instagram implies 

mulAple funcAons, as their posts reveal. First, it serves as an invitaAon to start the 

conversaAon and break the taboo. For example, Vera says ‘’[I think it is very important to 

bring mental health out of the taboo sphere]’’ and ''[any reason to get more aKenAon to 

mental health I will grab]'' (Appendices D4.24 & 4.1). Second, it emphasizes the need for 

more support from family, friends and social media, as Vera menAons, parAcularly regarding 

women's empowerment ''[Together we are strong, because a voice can easily be ignored, but 

together we will sound ear-deafening]'' (Appendix D4.5). Third, it is a call for more 

professional research and support for mental health issues. Joan posts, for instance, menAon 

that her ‘’advocacy will concentrate on raising awareness and support for survivors who are 
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dealing with trauma, abuse, or struggles with low self-esteem’’ (Appendix D3.31). Lastly, the 

influencers’ personal experiences help followers understand their own mental health 

condiAons and the support they require. Vivian tells her followers ‘’I’m sAll very scared to say 

this out loud, but that's also why I need to speak up about it, because we have to talk about 

our mental health and not be ashamed’’ (Appendix D1.22). The awareness funcAons are 

addressed very explicitly, as Rianne oZen says ‘’Let’s talk about it more’’, or it is more implied 

in their stories. Nevertheless, it is clear that the main funcAon is creaAng awareness among 

their followers. It appears from the popularity and high engagement of the posts that a 

support community is being created for followers to join, which hopefully lowers the barrier 

to seeking mental health help (Jacobs et al., 2017, pp. 8-10). Now that it is discussed what 

mental issues they are raising and why, it is possible to look at how they are using authenAc 

strategies to raise these issues. This is reflected in all three themes and is the thread that 

guides the results. 

 
4.1.1. Embracing the ordinary  

 The first theme reveals how all four influencers embrace their bodies as they are and 

want to put emphasis on the ordinary, as opposed to societal, beauty norms. The influencers 

embrace their ordinary body mainly with visual aspects by posAng as many unedited photos 

as possible. According to Reade's theory (2021), the ‘photographic truth’ is a way for 

influencers to appear authenAc online (pp. 541-550). AZer all, according to her research, for 

followers, seeing unedited photos correlates with the feeling that someone comes across as 

’real’ and thus feels authenAc. These photos explicitly show and highlight all the bodily flaws 

in mulAple ways. At least, these are seen as flaws because they do not conform to the 

sociocultural standards of beauty of what most people think a body should look like 

(Calogero et al., 2007, p. 262). Most important is the fact that the unedited body and 

normalizaAon of the human body is not just shown, but truly celebrated. The influencers are 

making a statement that the raw body is much preser than pursuing perfecAon, a message 

oZen overlooked by social media. Vivian advocates the following ‘’It's Ame that we are all 

seen for our beauAful unique self’’ (Appendix D1.30). Joan emphasizes this by saying that her 

body is her sanctuary ‘’i’m so thankful that my body loved me and nourished me, even when 

i didn’t love her back’’ and she aims to celebrate and appreciate her body, without feeling 

pressured to change a thing to achieve perfecAon (Appendix D3.19). Hence the name of the 
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theme Embracing the ordinary. This theme encompasses all flaws that depict the ‘real’ body, 

categorized into three factors, that would typically be removed based on societal norms, and 

two subthemes that are respecAvely about jokes that mock the perfect Insta life and an 

emphasis on body-posiAvity content, illustrated in Figure 2.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 - Thema/c map of 1st theme ‘Embracing the ordinary’  

 

4.1.1.1. Picturing the ‘real’ body as it is  

An important factor with embracing the ordinary is daring to show the body as it 

‘really’ is, without modificaAons or disguises. The following quote is an example that shows 

the emphasis on wanAng to appear as normal as possible. Vera tells the following ''[Not slim, 

standard handsome and not smooth. I am just like you. I'm your neighbor, your sister or 

cousin. I'm the one I wanted to see on the cover, but never saw]'' (Appendix D4.20). She 

emphasizes being just like her followers. The influencers all post photos that do not conform 

to the predominant societal norms on social media. These societal beauty norms can best be 

explained as the cultural ideals of physical aKracAveness, dictaAng how a person is expected 

to look like in order to be considered ‘preKy’ (Calogero et al., 2007, p. 262). The influencers 

want to counter these ideals by showing off their bodies on social media in all their normalcy 

with all its ‘flaws’, as Joan explains:  ’’…and is it because WE don’t like those things or is it 

because society taught us to not like those things about ourselves?’’ (Appendix D3.22). This 

could be found in the data in several ways. Firstly, they show their skin as it ‘really’ is. 

Secondly, their bodies are not in perfect photo posiAons and lastly, they show ‘real’ emoAon 
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in a photo. Of the total 185 posts, 89 show these bodily flaws, imperfecAons or emoAons 

very explicitly. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 - Compila/on of skin textures Joan, Vivian and Vera    

 (Appendices D3.8 & D1.18 & D4.33) 

First of all, the influencers frequently display close-up shots revealing body hair, acne, 

cellulite, prominent stretch marks, dry skin and scars. These posts are oZen accompanied by 

a capAon in which influencers show awareness of posAng something that is not socially 

desirable. For example, Joan says ‘’we sAll think we need to have smooth legs in order to be 

beauAful’’ with an accompanied, close-up photo of her cellulite or Vivian menAoning that 

she is trying to accept that she suffers from acne on her body and is revealing this in contrast 

to other flawless photos (Appendices D3.8 & D1.18). Vera says she has ‘’[an unconvenAonal 

skin]’’ which is unusual on social media, since we live in a world where ''[pimples always have 

to be camouflaged or polished away]'' (Appendix D4.25). Thus, these bodily flaws are oZen 

photoshopped and concealed in mainstream media to create the perfect picture. By showing 

them instead, an influencer comes across as more genuine (Reade, 2021, pp. 541-545). An 

interesAng example is Vera, who iniAally thought her photoshoot pictures had been 

photoshopped, because her blemishes were no longer visible. She said ‘’[… and I pity that I 

was not asked for approval beforehand. The stretch marks, marble skin, pimples; I would 

have loved to have seen them. Just to normalize it. I also gave that back as feedback]’’ 

(Appendix D4.26). This shows that she is honest about how photos are manipulated on social 

media and that she wants to prevent it. According to Lee and EasAn's (2021) authenAcity 

factors, this comes across as sincere to followers, because these influencers are honest about 

their bodies and conscious about what they show on Instagram (pp. 825-826). 
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Second, all four influencers show their bodies in natural posiAons. They frequently 

post unflaKering selfies, such as those showing double chins, not standing or sisng 

completely straight to reveal belly rolls, or Rianne’s famous buK squeeze photos. What is 

striking with influencers is their strive for perfecAon, oZen adopAng unnatural poses to 

appear slimmer and more toned, such as stretching legs and Aghtening their stomachs. In 

fact, these are the dominant physical-aKracAveness factors commonly endorsed on social 

media within a specific cultural context (Piccoli, 2021, pp. 729-730). These influencers 

emphasize that a body doesn't always have to be ‘perfect’, according to social norms, in 

order to be shown on Instagram. Joan explains ‘’It literally depends on how you’re posing or 

what the lightning is like'’ and therefore these influencers show what the effect is when you 

don't intenAonally do this (Appendix D3.8). They seem to show their bodies as if the photo 

was taken spontaneously and they don't want to hide these imperfect snapshots. According 

to the visibility dimension by Lee and EasAn (2021) this shows that these influencers are not 

ashamed to show their flaws to the public, making them more likely to be labeled as 

authenAc by followers (p. 826). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 – Compila/on of bu6 squeeze and body posi/ons Rianne and Vivian  

(Appendices D2.7 & D1.42 & D1.25) 

Lastly, the influencers also share photos displaying genuine emoAons, notably three 

influencers have posted photos where they can be seen crying. These crying selfies are all 

accompanied by a capAon in which the influencer writes that the dark days are also part of 

life and emoAons should not be concealed on social media. Another example of showing 

emoAon unusually is capturing a drunken gaze. These are both vulnerable posiAons and 

show that they are not hiding behind an Instagram perfect photo. In fact, maKers that might 

damage self-image are oZen disguised from the general public online and a ‘’posiAvity-bias’’ 
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prevails in parAcular on social media (Waterloo et al., 2018, pp. 1814-1815). Vivian shows 

these maKers in a selfie compilaAon, from a drunk and eaAng selfie to crying and grumpy 

selfie with bathing cap. She says ''[we prefer to post only the selfies we look the most happy 

and radiant in. That is not always the reality; so here are 8 selfies each with a different 

mood]'' (Appendix D1.25). She shows it, because it is all part of life, aiming to share her life 

as ‘real’ as possible. One of the most important success factors of an influencer is that 

followers must be able to idenAfy with the online persona (Breves et al., 2019, p. 447). Thus, 

influencers or images that are too perfect, are oZen not likable enough. EmoAons are an 

integral part of life, and showing them in all its glory makes the influencers more ‘real’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 - Compila/on of crying selfies Rianne, Joan and Vivian   

 (Appendices D2.26 & D3.34 & D1.25) 

 

4.1.1.2. Mocking the Insta perfect life 

An important subtheme involves the influencers sharing photos where they 

humorously criAque the perfect life portrayed on Instagram. They post 'making of' photos, 

‘ugly’ selfies, reality versus Instagram comparisons, filtered versus unfiltered comparisons 

and memes with text. Page (2019) explains an ‘ugly’ selfie or self-mockery imagery ‘’as an 

alternaAve to the idealized norms of the ‘perfect’ appearance’’ (p. 6). This does not mean 

that the person is ugly, but the pictures are deliberately constructed to appear ugly. For 

example, Rianne writes ‘’Nobody looks like those Instagram models, even the models 

themselves’’ and ‘’Before and aZer hair & make-up at its finest today😛’’ (Appendices D2.27 

& D2.13). These types of posts with self-mockery should include clues to followers that it is 

not to be taken seriously (Page, 2019, p. 6). It is a playful way to bring up the perfecAon of 
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Instagram and demonstrate that the influencers are also ‘real’ compared to their modeling 

photos of their seemingly perfect lives they also post. Abidin (2018) argues that influencers 

must open the back door to their backstage world to give their followers a glimpse behind 

the scenes in order to come across as ‘real’, what is called ‘porous authenAcity’ (p. 5). This is 

very explicitly done with the ‘versus’ and ‘making of’ content. The ‘’stripped-down version of 

themselves’’ is deliberately juxtaposed against their normaAve and glamorous presentaAon, 

evoking a feeling of authenAcity (Abidin, 2018, p. 3). These jokes about the perfect Insta life, 

provide an opportunity to lightheartedly address various issues, such as skin and body 

insecuriAes, by showing that everyone is different behind a seemingly perfect picture.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 - Compila/on of comparisons photos Rianne (Appendices D2.27 & D2.13) 

 

4.1.1.3. The frequency of body-posiAvity content 

 The last subtheme is the posAng of body-posiAvity content by the influencers and 

explicitly labeling their photos to the body posiAvity movement with the use of their 

capAons. The term, or derivaAves of these such as, body confidence, body diversity, body 

acceptance, body comfortability and self love, can be found in a large amount of data of the 

influencers. Wood-Barcalow et al. (2010) define body-posiAvity as ‘’an all-encompassing love 

and respect for one’s body … and acceptance of one’s body despite idealized societal 

messages’’ (p. 112). The body-posiAvity movement has spread across social networking sites 

the past years and Instagram caused the popularity of this movement to rise significantly as 

it is enArely focused on visuals (Cohen et al., 2019, pp. 1547-1549). Vera was the first Dutch 

influencer to use the term body-posiAvity on Instagram and this was, and is, sAll much 

needed (Boer, 2023, para. 2). Mainly, Vera, Joan and Vivian emphasize embracing body 
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acceptance by placing much emphasis on fat acceptance and diversity with various photos. 

Joan says ‘’No maKer your size, age, shape, skincolor, disability, scars etc etc. it doesn’t 

maKer whether you’re fat, skinny, curvy, mid size, flat, big, tall, short, WHATEVER, you 

deserve love and respect’’ (Appendix D3.8). They oZen describe their own bodies as sexy, 

muse or goddess and emphasize that every body should be loved. The body-posiAvity 

movement that these influencers are pursuing paints a less predominant ideal image, but 

instead a more inclusive one that hopefully has a posiAve effect on body image (Cohen et al., 

2019, p. 1549).  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7 - Compila/on of body-posi/vity photos Vivian, Joan and Vera    

(Appendices D1.21 & D3.19 & D4.16) 

 

4.1.2. LeCng down the media mask 

The second theme shows how all four influencers drop their media mask on 

Instagram and express their genuine feelings in personal stories. They don't hide behind a 

perfect or fake mask on Instagram. On the contrary, they share stories that they find stressful 

to share, such as their unaKainable dreams or difficult days in their lives combined with 

mental health issues. Sharing seems like a way of coping for the influencers and they stress 

that it is okay to feel bad someAmes. For example, Rianne even says she doesn't know what 

to do with the feelings and therefore says ‘’I need to write because I am so scared, It’s just so 

damn scary’’ (Appendix D2.40). According to Reade's theory (2021), the ‘pracAces of real 

talk’ is a way for influencers to appear authenAc online (pp. 541-550). AZer all, according to 

her research, for followers, reading sincere stories based on own experiences correlates with 

the feeling that someone comes across as ‘real’ and thus feels more authenAc. Vera takes on 
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the role as experienced therapist on her Instagram and applies the pracAce of sincere talking 

with her informaAonal post about anAdepressants. She speaks from her own experience 

with depression and is honest about taking the medicaAon for years. She even posts a photo 

with a medicine in her mouth.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8 - Photo Vera with an/depressant in her mouth (Appendix D4.35) 

She explains that gesng the medicaAon, aZer she was hospitalized in crisis services, 

changed her life. Her funcAon as an Instagram role model may make users more likely to 

accept the informaAon and her advice (Freberg et al., 2011, p. 90). She also tries to 

normalize taking anAdepressants by talking about how heart paAents can't go without beta 

blockers either. This theme encompasses all pracAces of sincere talking with two subthemes 

that first, deal with experience stories from the past as young girls, and second, deal with 

voicing negaAve feelings and insecuriAes with the use of the power of honesty, illustrated in 

Figure 9.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 9 - Thema/c map of the 2nd theme ‘LeCng down the media mask’ 
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4.1.2.1. The young self talking 

An interesAng subtheme within dropping the media mask is the fact that influencers 

oZen revisit the past by looking at themselves as young girls in different ways. They 

communicate with their younger selves as adults, revisiAng past experiences or projecAng 

their past into the future for reflecAon. For example, Vera says ‘’[She could never have 

imagined that 6-year-old Vera would have a lot to look forward to, and that's for the best]’’ 

with a comparison photo of her as a 6-year-old girl and her now in the same pose (Appendix 

D4.29).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10 - Comparison photos of Vera and Vivian (Appendices D4.29 & D1.35) 

Furthermore, Vivian says ‘’The things I wished my younger self would have known’’ 

(Appendix D1.35). The influencers go back in Ame for a moment and compare the 

unknowing of then with the experiences of now. The changeability of Ame and the fact that 

they are experts by experience is made clear. Vivian also makes visual comparisons between 

her as teenage model and now and says ‘’15 years is the difference between these pictures’’ 

(Appendix D1.35). It is clear to see how thin she looked then because she wanted to conform 

to the beauty ideal and how she has renounced this ideal now for herself. Rianne does the 

same by saying ‘’Ever since I was young, I’ve looked in the mirror and thought to myself liKle 

things that make my body ‘not finished yet’’’ (Appendix D2.36). In contrast, she now posts 

photos showing her being completely herself and claims to be less worried about her 

imperfect body. These comparisons to the past demonstrate the influencers’ growth and 

gained experience, creaAng more credible advice and qualifying them as experienced 

therapists through a combinaAon of personal experience and factual knowledge (Fullagar et 

al., 2017, p. 4). Moreover, they also oZen talk about their dreams they had as young selves. 

Joan says ‘’this is something i’ve been manifesAng and dreaming of since i was a liKle girl’’ 
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and Vivian says ‘’14y old would have never believed this’’ (Appendices D3.4 & D1.46). The 

fact that they share their childhood dreams that are now fulfilled, creates a sense of 

experAse (Lee & EasAn, 2021, p. 826).   

 

4.1.2.2. Voicing negaAve feelings and insecuriAes 

 The second subtheme shows how all four influencers discuss their negaAve feelings 

and insecuriAes, parAcularly fear, pain and destrucAve thoughts, lesng their emoAons speak 

for themselves. Examples are Vivian saying ‘’This pain, I forgot the intensity of it’’ or Rianne 

saying ‘’It is terrifying … like something is wrong with me … I need to feel this fear head on’’ 

(Appendices D1.43 & D2.40). Vera is open about her negaAve thoughts and says ‘’[My self-

image gets dented and I start thinking and talking negaAvely about myself]’’ (Appendix 

D4.39). The influencers say they were iniAally afraid to share these feelings, as Vivian says 

''Scared that my feelings weren't real and I was just dramaAc'' (Appendix D1.22). Clearly, they 

are now brave enough to share their negaAve feelings. Their courage establishes them as 

experts by experience, making them appear more ‘real’.     

 Moreover, the women openly discuss receiving negaAve comments and how this 

affected their self-image. For example, Joan says ''I was paying too much aKenAon to what 

others might think of me. So, I tried to fit into an image that wasn't me'' or Vivian who writes 

''…scared that people had an opinion about me'' (Appendices D3.10 & D1.22). Naslund 

(2020) explains that the interacAvity of social media lurks dangers and an example is 

unpleasant or aggressive comments from followers when a certain story is shared (pp. 247-

250). This is almost inevitable in this digital and interacAve world. However, these women do 

not let this stop them and sAll share their sensiAve topics, even if they receive painful 

comments. Joan expresses her dissaAsfacAon with it by saying ‘’the fact that people look at 

each other and feel the need to say negaAve comments about each other like that, is 

something i will never understand….’’ (Appendix D3.16). Most powerfully, the women share 

how these criAcisms affects them, but they conAnue striving to make it discussable. 

Furthermore, in addiAon to their feelings, the influencers also talk a lot about their 

bodily insecuriAes. They oZen say things like ‘’[It can make me so insecure]’’ and ‘’it made 

me feel very insecure and sad’’. It is noteworthy that in addiAon to talking about their 

insecuriAes, they also share them in their photos. For example, Vivian talks a lot about her 

skin insecurity and says ‘'If I sAll have insecuriAes. The answer is yes. One of my biggest atm 
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is my skin ....’’ accompanied with a photo of her irritated skin (Appendix D1.18). Joan says 

‘’…so no one would see ANYTHING of my upper legs + buK. the parts i was most insecure 

about,’’ but now she has the courage to expose herself on social media (Appendix D3.22). 

Rianne says ‘’I never looked and felt: this is perfect just the way it is’’ and shares how she 

never dared to laugh with an open mouth. However, she now shares a photo of an openly 

smiling mouth along with this revelaAon (Appendix D2.43). Thus, the influencers post a 

''stripped-down'' version of themselves with all their insecuriAes that is at odds with their 

exemplary and glamorous social media version, which is a strategy of evoking authenAcity 

(Abidin, 2018, p. 5).  

 

4.1.2.2.1. The power of honesty 

 A notable aspect of this subtheme is that influencers oZen explicitly state their 

intenAon to be honest about their feelings. Vera says ''[I am honest and open, maybe 

someAmes a liKle too honest and open. But I wouldn't have it any other way]'' (Appendix 

D4.10). They oZen begin discussing sensiAve topics by expressing a desire for greater 

openness on social media, starAng with phrases like ‘’I’m gonna be very honest....’’. 

Moreover, Vivian says candidly ‘’it has been something that I haven’t been really open 

about’’ and Vera says ''[I'm open about that. I'm not ashamed and I want to tell everything 

about it]’’ (Appendices D1.22 & D4.24). As opposed to a desired version of themselves, they 

share parts of themselves that many people would rather keep secret because of social 

norms. When influencers repeatedly emphasize that they are honest and do not allow 

themselves to be changed by external influences, it is easier for followers to feel that they 

are their ‘true’ selves. This has a lot of similariAes with theories about realness and the true 

self (Hopwood et al., 2021, p. 3; Schlegel et al., 2011, p. 745).  

 

4.1.3. Confiden/al friendship connec/on with followers 

The third theme shows how all four influencers have created online friendships with 

their followers in the form of a confidenAal support system, where they can share different 

issues with each other. This is according to the theory of Jacobs et al. (2017), which shows 

‘support communiAes’ are being created on social media because people want to open up 

about mental health, which can reduce the sAgma (pp. 8-10). Above all, it is according to 
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Reade's theory (2021), because the ‘pracAce of real talk’ with followers is a strategy for 

influencers to come across as authenAc online (pp. 541-550). In the influencers’ posts, they 

oZen address their followers directly, updaAng them on their lives, creaAng conversaAons 

about mental health and discussing the impact of these stories on mental well-being. The 

influencers do this in several ways. First, they emphasize their friendship bond allowing them 

to give advice. Second, they oZen emphasize the qualiAes of their followers by saying they 

are proud of them. Third, they address their followers in the form of asking quesAons and 

sharing affirmaAons. This theme encompasses all these pracAces of creaAng a friendly 

support system and two subthemes that first, deal with the impact of the media on the 

mental health of their followers, both negaAve and posiAve, and second, deal with the 

power of graAtude and togetherness, illustrated in Figure 11. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11 - Thema/c map of 3rd theme ‘Confiden/al friendship connec/on with followers’  

 First of all, the influencers highlight the bond of friendship they have with their 

followers. Vera emphasizes that she oZen assumes her followers know more than they can, 

because she considers them as her friends. She says ''[My pidall is that I unconsciously 

assume that you know as much about me as I do]'' (Appendix D4.24). This close friendship 

bond makes it easier for influencers to give credible advice. For example, Vivian says ‘’A lot of 

you are going through this and asked me for advice’’ (Appendix D1.44). She offers her help 

aZer just sharing her painful breakup story and how much panic she got from this. Joan tries 

to normalize having feelings by telling her followers ‘’but don’t be afraid to go through these 

feelings, those feelings don’t make you strange or weird, they make you human’’ (Appendix 
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D3.17). She emphasizes normalizing bad days and advices her followers to embrace their 

feelings rather than fear them. Because of her popularity and experience she can have a 

larger influence on her followers and add more believability to her advice (Lind & Wickström, 

2024, pp. 218-220).         

 Second, the influencers emphasize the qualiAes of their followers. They oZen tell 

them ‘’I’m proud of you’’ and affirming they are doing their best, thereby addressing their 

followers directly. For example, Rianne says '’YOU ARE ALREADY DOING PRETTY DAMN 

GREAT 🕺❤❤❤❤’’	(Appendix D2.2). Furthermore, Joan says ‘’i am SO proud of you trying 

every day to make the best of it’’ and Vera says ‘’[I believe that you can do it ❤]’’ 

(Appendices D3.34 & D4.14). The influencers thus create a confident bond in which they step 

into the role of a friend, expressing their love to their followers by oZen explicitly saying ‘’i 

love you 💗’’. By sharing their experiences with their followers, as menAoned in the 

preceding paragraphs, influencers both receive support from their followers and create 

support for their followers, building a inAmate support system (Andalibi et al., 2017, pp. 

1485-1487; Kowalcyzk & Pounders, 2016, pp. 349-350).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12 - Cap/on Joan support community (Appendix D3.17) 

Third, the influencers frequently end their posts with quesAons to engage their 

followers in conversaAons. For example, Vivian asks the quesAon ‘’How do you feel lately my 

love?’’ and Vera oZen asks weekly quesAons on various topics, allowing followers to share 

their lives with her, such as the quesAon ‘’[What will you do outside your comfort zone this 

week?]’’ (Appendices D1.36 & D4.16). This creates a sense of belonging and social contact 

throughout the day (Andalibi et al., 2017, pp. 1487-1488). What the influencers also engage 
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in is sharing affirmaAons they use to encourage their followers to repeat them. Joan says 

‘’everything that’s meant for me will ALWAYS find me’’ (Appendix D3.39). Rianne also wants 

to remind her followers of their abiliAes and wants them to copy her by reading her capAon: 

‘’I am woman I am fearless I am sexy I’m divine ❤❤❤’’ (Appendix D2.9). This capAon is 

accompanied by a number of selfies that, from a standard perspecAve, are anything but sexy. 

These reminders ensure that their followers gain confidence, feel heard and start or end a 

day on a hopeful note.          

 This friendship bond is made possible by the characterisAcs of Instagram as social 

media entertainment, namely the interacAvity and the community of users that is created 

(Cunningham & Craig, 2017, p. 72). Cunningham & Craig (2017) argue that social media 

entertainment appeals to authenAcity in a commercializing space because a sense of 

authenAcity is necessary to create credibility within a community of followers (p. 72). In 

other words, in order to build friendships and engage followers who keep coming back, a 

level of digital inAmacy must be built (Kowalcyzk & Pounders, 2016, pp. 349-350). According 

to Ohanian's Source Credibility Scale (1990) this degree of credibility is measured using three 

elements: aKracAveness, trustworthiness and experAse (pp. 43-48). Thus, as the popular 

influencers connect with their followers by sharing inAmate and honest stories together of 

issues that they have experienced themselves, making them an experienced expert in that 

field, this makes them credible.  

 

4.1.3.1. Discussing the impact of media on their followers 

A subtheme within this friendship connecAon theme is that the influencers iniAate 

conversaAons with their followers about the impact of constant social media presence and 

being online 24/7 on mental health. They do not only talk about different mental issues, but 

they also reflect on how their stories and social media pracAces impact the mental health of 

their followers. They discuss both the negaAve impact, which may be more obvious in the 

light of mental health research, and the posiAve impact.     

 All four influencers talk about how seeing perfect pictures and distorted realiAes on 

Instagram negaAvely affect mental health. Joan shares the following with her followers: 

‘’Social media feels fake. We are constantly portraying a world where everyone is successful 

and happy, but that is so far away from the truth and it makes so many people feel like sh1t 
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every day‘’ (Appendix D3.34). Vera emphasizes ‘’[that striving for perfecAon makes people 

unhappy]’’ (Appendix D4.25). In parAcular, the influencers discuss the constant comparison 

culture that prevails on social media, by oZen saying ‘’It’s easy to get lost in comparison on 

social media’’ (Appendix D3.9). This affects young women in parAcular who want to measure 

up to popular influencers, oZen resulAng in low self-esteem and eaAng disorders (Piccoli et 

al., 2021, pp. 729-731). The constant comparison is deeply rooted in the use of Instagram, as 

it is built enArely on posAng a perfect picture to promote yourself (Fisher, 2020, pp. 93-95). 

People are driven by constant validaAon, and gesng likes and comments on a ‘perfect’ 

picture ensures that this keeps repeaAng itself (Taylor, 2022, p. 6). Joan counters this by 

saying ‘’but 1 picture can’t define you. 1 picture can never capture your true beauty. We 

don’t need to fit into that “perfect” image society painted for us’’ (Appendix D3.21). The 

influencers show their followers that Instagram is not reality and say ‘’All the “perfect” 

pictures you see on Instagram and compare yourself with: they’re not real’’ (Appendix 

D3.17). They do this by showing more ‘real’ images themselves (in all the preceding 

examples), but also by consciously exposing everything that is fake by saying ‘’… social media 

is not the real world’’ (Appendix D3.9). 

 Oppositely, the influencers also demonstrate the posiAve impact of social media on 

their followers. Vera menAons that because of social media, there is ''[… so much choice, an 

endless stream of informaAon and inspiraAon]'' (Appendix D4.27). Moreover, they emphasize 

that many people on social media seek recogniAon, and the fact that influencers can serve as 

inspiraAons to their followers, evoking posiAve behavior, is a beneficial effect. The 

influencers also highlight the posiAve effect of a support system created by social media. 

Rianne states: ’’The way social media connects us is so cool to me. The way we get to see 

people from all over the world be creaAve, be vulnerable, be funny. And the way we can 

support each other, share our stories and make others feel less alone’’ (Appendix D2.49). 

Social media has made it a lot more accessible to talk about mental health, and the fact that 

people now have easier access to informaAon and can share their feelings with equivalents, 

is posiAve (BeKon et al., 2015, p. 443; Jacobs et al., 2017, pp. 8-10). 

 

4.1.3.2. Power of graAtude and togetherness 

Another notable subtheme within this friendship theme is that the influencers oZen 

express graAtude and emphasize togetherness. Rianne says ‘’… and I want to thank you for 
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sAcking around here laugh and cry with me from Ame to Ame haha. I see you ❤❤❤’’ 

(Appendix D2.49). Furthermore, Joan says ‘’AAAAAAAAAAAAAAA I DONT KNOW WHAT TO 

SAY I FEEL SO GRATEFUL!!!!!!!’’ (Appendix D3.5). The influencers express graAtude to their 

followers and friends for their ongoing support, oZen literally saying ‘’thanks’’. This 

demonstrates that they value and appreciate this connecAon. It also gives a posiAve boost to 

the negaAvely loaded stories about their mental health. In fact, Reade's (2021) research 

revealed that followers do not like negaAvity on Instagram, even if it is ‘real’ (p. 549). These 

influencers appear to grasp this concept, perhaps subconsciously, as they refrain from 

dwelling on negaAvity. Instead, they upliZ their followers by transforming negaAve thoughts 

into expressions of graAtude. Addressing their challenges and being grateful for the 

opportunity to entrust them to followers, comes across as sincere.  

In addiAon to expressing graAtude, they also emphasize a sense of belonging and 

togetherness. The influencers frequently reassure their followers with ‘’you are not alone’’ 

and they emphasize that they go through hard Ames together, oZen using inclusive language 

like ‘’we’’. Vivian says ‘’you are not alone, honey. I feel you’’ (Appendix D1.22). Moreover, 

Joan says ‘’EVERYONE STRUGGLES. everyone goes through shit and has bad days’’ and ‘’We 

got this and we goKa remember that we’re NEVER alone. We always have each other ❤🫂’’	

(Appendices D3.17 & D3.34). Furthermore, Vivian says ‘’We are doing this together’’ and 

Vera says ''[That I'm there, that we're there. To help, to listen and to talk]'' (Appendices 

D1.44 & D4.36). In this way, followers can feel heard and have the feeling they are not alone 

during the process of healing. Thus, a supporAve community is created where followers can 

seek help safely and potenAally reduce the shame or sAgma associated with mental health 

issues by realizing they are not alone (Jacobs et al., 2017, pp. 8-10).  
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5. Conclusion 

This study was designed to see how authenAc Dutch influencers truly are when they 

open up about mental health issues on Instagram. ThemaAc content analysis was used to 

analyze the large data set and three disAnct themes were idenAfied to address the main 

quesAon. The conclusion revisits and answers the three sub-quesAons in the first three 

paragraphs. AZer this, the research quesAon is answered in paragraph four. The conclusion is 

closed with a reflecAon, the possible study’s limitaAons and direcAons for future research. 

  

5.1. What is online authen+city on Instagram? 

The theoreAcal framework has already answered the first sub-quesAon of what online 

authenAcity on Instagram is, from a theoreAcal point of view. Although authenAcity remains 

a dynamic construct, for which there is no one-sided definiAon, most scholars agree that it 

relates to the connecAon between the internal and the external state. Online authenAcity is 

precisely about bridging the gap between these two states; how are internal beliefs, the 

‘true’ self, shaped in the external, online world? In general, online authenAcity on Instagram 

is a performaAve acAon, as influencers make certain conscious choices to appear ‘real’ online 

(Reade, 2021, pp. 537-538; Taylor, 2022, pp. 10-14). Whether an influencers’ acAon is 

perceived as authenAc depends heavily on the interacAon with followers (Kapitan et al., 

2022, pp. 342-344; Leigh et al., 2006, pp. 490-491). This is due to the key aspects of 

Instagram as social media entertainment, which are interacAvity and a strong community of 

users (Cunningham & Craig, 2017, p. 72). Most importantly, online authenAcity is primarily a 

strategic choice for an influencer to construct a desired online persona and establish inAmate 

connecAons with their followers (Abidin, 2018, p. 3; Kowalcyzk & Pounders, 2016, pp. 349-

350; Van Driel & Dumitrica, 2021, pp. 79-81). The three themes idenAfied in this research 

illustrate how influencers use their authenAcity to discuss mental health, thereby concretely 

defining the concept online authenAcity, as reflected in the third paragraph of this 

conclusion.  

 
5.2. What and why do influencers post about mental health issues on Instagram? 

The analysis revealed that influencers openly share their personal mental health 

experiences on Instagram, allowing them to discuss effecAve coping strategies. Therefore, 

they act as online experienced therapists and hereby, can enhance mental health literacy 
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among followers (Fullagar et al., 2017, p. 4; Lind & Wickström, 2024, pp. 218-220). By sharing 

their mental health stories, influencers aim to highlight the importance of open discussion 

about mental health and raise awareness. Their explicit and implicit messages combat sAgma 

and foster an online support community which hopefully lowers the barrier for seeking help 

(Jacobs et al., 2017, pp. 8-10).        

 It is notable how influencers discuss mental health, oZen implicitly. Surprisingly, they 

rarely address severe mental health disorders explicitly. There are a few informaAve posts 

that deal with more clinical mental health problems, such as suicide, depression and anxiety 

disorders. However, most posts focus on milder mental health issues such as insecuriAes, the 

need to love yourself, a negaAve body image or dealing with mental breakdowns. These 

problems are linked to the pressures of conforming to an idealized online image and thus 

have to do with social media as the cause of mental problems. AZer all, the pressure of 

constantly wanAng to conform to the perfect picture can negaAvely impact mental health, 

leading to low self-esteem, loneliness or eaAng and anxiety disorders (McCrory et al., 2022, 

p. 168; Naslund et al., 2020, pp. 245-246). However, despite their milder nature, these issues 

are significant. In the context of the few more intense posts, these milder posts can also gain 

more relevance and depth. Furthermore, their widespread discussion can lend greater 

visibility to the more severe mental health stories. Some posts in the data set menAon 

mental health very implicitly, making the message unclear at first glance. The methods 

secAon explains why these posts were included, considering the influencers’ context. Despite 

their subtlety, all posts were relevant to mental health, highlighAng the influencers’ efforts to 

raise awareness.  

 

5.3. How do influencers make use of their authen+city to talk about mental health? 

The analysis revealed that three authenAcity strategies were used by the influencers 

when talking about mental health. These are the three themes found by asking how 

influencers express themselves about mental health. All three of these themes can be linked 

most closely to one of Lee and EasAn's (2021) three defined authenAcity dimensions: 

sincerity, visibility and experAse (pp. 825-831). Although they are not excludable and all 

dimensions are in a way applicable to the strategies, there is one dimension that most fits 

one strategy. These dimensions show in what ways online authenAcity is used and evoked by 

influencers when they open up about mental health.   
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5.3.1. The first strategy 

The first authenAcity strategy is Embracing the ordinary and shows how influencers 

portray their bodies as normal as possible which evokes a feeling of authenAcity. The 

subthemes and examples in the results secAon have shown the methods used by influencers 

to embrace their ’real’ bodies by challenging current beauty ideals. In our culture, there is 

much emphasis on the importance of beauty, the eternal struggle to be thin, and the Ame 

and effort people put into perfecAng their bodies (Calogero et al., 2007, pp. 262-269). By 

challenging these picture perfect and social norms in various ways, the influencers show that 

they are ‘real’ and do not parAcipate in the constant drive for beauty. This strategy is most 

closely related to Lee and EasAn's visibility dimension. The influencers talk about their bodily 

flaws and actually show them, as an open back entrance to their backstage world (Abidin, 

2018, p. 5). The result is that it reinforces the weight of their personal stories and makes 

their narraAves more believable, which ensures that they appear more authenAc (Lee & 

EasAn, 2021, pp. 825-826). Furthermore, the influencers are not afraid to show real emoAon 

in photos. The most obvious example are the crying selfies. Waterloo (2018) examined the 

normaAve paKerns of online social self-expression and it appears that posAng negaAve 

emoAons is less accepted than sharing posiAve emoAons on Instagram (pp. 1821-1824). A 

major moAve for using Instagram is gaining popularity and, therefore, it contains mostly 

visual self-promoAon (Sheldon & Bryant, 2016, pp. 94-95). Content that might therefore 

portray the self in a negaAve light, and that could possibly hurt popularity, is less accepted. 

However, on the contrary, these influencers not only post about the good in their life, but 

also about the hardships, illustrated by ugly, crying or drunk selfies. This can be seen as a 

signature visibility dimension that makes an influencer seem more authenAc (Lee & EasAn, 

2021, p. 830). Moreover, the influencers humorously denounce the prevailing beauty ideal 

through memes, picture comparison and the use of obvious filters. Page (2019) argues that 

‘’these images are interpreted by journalists as a celebraAon of authenAcity’’, because they 

are so deliberately in opposiAon to the perfect picture (p. 6). All these methods ensure that 

influencers' real-life flaws are shown and followers actually get a glimpse of their ‘real’ 

selves, making influencers appear authenAc. 
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5.3.2. The second strategy 

 The second authenAcity strategy is LeCng down the media mask and shows how 

influencers drop their masks and share vulnerable experiences and emoAons which evokes a 

feeling of authenAcity. The two subthemes and the examples in the results secAon have 

shown how they talk about their own experiences as honestly as possible. This strategy is 

most closely related to Lee and EasAn's experAse dimension. The informaAon about mental 

health stories might come across as much more credible, because the influencers are 

experienced, have overcome mental issues themselves and reveal a lot of their personal 

knowledge to their followers (Lee & EasAn, 2021, p. 826). A clear example is influencers 

addressing their younger selves. Their past experiences with mental issues have shaped the 

influencers in the past, allowing them to give credible and effortless advice. This is opposite 

to discussing unfamiliar topics. This combinaAon of personal experience and factual 

knowledge qualifies them as experienced therapists (Fullagar et al., 2017, p. 4; Lind & 

Wickström, 2024, pp. 218-220). In addiAon, the power of honesty also draws followers into a 

sense of authenAcity because the influencers literally appoint that they will open up about 

mental health in all honesty. By saying this so oZen and explicitly, it shows a natural ability in 

expressing their mental health struggles (Lee & EasAn, 2021, p. 830). All these methods 

ensure that the ‘real’ emoAons of the influencers are revealed and followers can benefit 

from their lived knowledge, making influencers appear authenAc.  

 

5.3.3. The third strategy 

 The third authenAcity strategy is Confiden/al friendship connec/on with followers 

and shows how influencers have created friendships with their followers that provides a 

sincere support system which evokes a feeling of authenAcity. The subthemes and examples 

in the results secAon have shown the methods used by influencers to create a genuine 

friendship bond. This strategy is most closely related to Lee and EasAn's sincerity dimension. 

As the influencers update their followers about their lives, engage in conversaAons, give 

advice and express their love and pride towards their followers, this makes the influencers 

appear kind and sincere, which creates digital inAmacy (Kowalcyzk & Pounders, 2016, pp. 

349-350; Lee & EasAn, 2021, pp. 825-826). Furthermore, Lee and EasAn (2021) describe 

sincerity with the factor ‘’is down to earth’’, and this is reflected in expressing graAtude, as 

influencers show that they are not elevated by their fame, but keep both feet on the ground 
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(p. 830). An important subtheme is that influencers use their friendship to educate their 

followers about the impact their social media can have on followers’ mental health. 

Instagram is a highly visual social media pladorm and the inherent factors of such a pladorm 

have effect on the mental health of users, such as ‘’longer-lasAng feelings of jealousy, 

inferiority and pressure to be accepted,’’ but Instagram has also been associated with anxiety 

and depression (McCrory et al., 2022, pp. 167-168). McCrory et al. (2022) stress that 

experiencing a distorted reality and illusions of perfect lives on Instagram has far-reaching 

consequences for users (pp. 168-170). Extensive research underscores the negaAve influence 

of social media on body image, with many young people comparing themselves unfavorably 

to idealized bodies seen online (Panjrath, 2021, pp. 376-378). These social norms 

perpetuated on Instagram oZen lead individuals to feel dissaAsfied with their own bodies, 

reinforcing a drive for thinness and contribuAng to anxiety and eaAng disorders (Panjrath, 

2021, p. 376; Piccoli, 2021, pp. 733-735). Since the influencers themselves share how 

miserable social media can someAmes make them feel, this advice about the negaAve 

impact of social media, comes across a lot more credible and sincere, making influencers 

appear authenAc. 

  

5.4. How authen+c are Dutch influencers in their a2empts to open up about mental health 

issues on Instagram?  

The above three strategies can all be clearly linked to one of the dimensions by which 

authenAcity has been operaAonalized in this study. Based on this analysis, it can be 

concluded that influencers deploy authenAcity by embracing the body in all its ordinality, 

lesng down the media mask through talking openly about emoAons and creaAng a sincere 

friendship bond with followers. Thus, with these strategies, influencers create a certain level 

of authenAcity with which they can strengthen the credibility of their mental health 

message. These messages, which can have a posiAve impact on users by sharing reliable help 

and informaAon, are much needed. Mackson et al. (2019) researched that Instagram can 

generally have a posiAve relaAonship with psychological well-being unless the content 

evokes an urge to compare (pp. 2160-2177). However, this has been avoided as far as 

possible by the influencers by showing the ‘reality’ and embracing both the good and the 

bad sides of life. In addiAon, Lindgren and Johansson (2023) recently studied that talking 

about mental health and responding to this type of content on Instagram can have a posiAve 
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effect on users, as it can reinforce a posiAve coping mechanism (pp. 275-283). Social media 

can be a posiAve place to raise mental health informaAon and offer help, provided the 

informaAon is handled carefully and the content is portrayed as authenAcally as possible. 

Thus, with these strategies to make the content authenAc, influencers can have a posiAve 

impact on mental health content and on followers who may need this content. 

 

5.4.1. Raising and refu/ng authen/city doubts 

Now the real quesAon of this research remains how authenAc influencers then truly 

are or remain if some of the doubts that appear in the analysis will be highlighted.  

First, posAng on social media remains a conscious strategy, with influencers diligently 

considering their content before sharing. The concept of online authenAcity is, therefore, 

inherently defined as a calculated method of online self-presentaAon (Reade, 2021, pp. 537-

538; Taylor, 2022, pp. 10-14). This study's findings, referred to as authenAcity strategies, 

reflect this deliberate nature. Influencers have the ability to consciously edit and refine their 

photos or texts repeatedly unAl they achieve the desired effect, oZen making the final 

content appear unaltered. For instance, influencers typically avoid posAng unflaKering selfies 

on their main feed. In a carousel post containing mulAple images, they strategically place the 

most aestheAcally pleasing image first, followed by others (Appendix D1.13). Consequently, 

at first glance, their profile projects an idealized image. This pracAce underscores the noAon 

that online authenAcity is a carefully organized pracAce, aligning with the theoreAcal 

framework of online authenAcity. 

Second, a notable aspect within the analysis is that the influencers place a lot of 

emphasis on the sensuality of the body. They oZen describe their own bodies as sexy, muse 

or goddess or post a photo with the capAon ‘’spice it up’’. Moreover, many photos are 

professionally taken and are nude, in lingerie or bikini. Furthermore, there is a lot of 

emphasis on the breasts, the boKom and curves. They also use lightning, in the form of 

shading, to emphasize their bodies, oZen adopAng sexy and provocaAve poses towards the 

camera (Appendix D3.25). Many of the influencers' photos seem to almost achieve a 

‘perfect’ appearance again due to these factors, and since they serve as inspiraAons for 

many, followers emulate this percepAon (Freberg et al., 2011, p. 90). Paradoxically, then, the 

influencers create yet another ideal beauty image of what a woman should look like. 
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Third, it is noteworthy that the data set includes many collaboraAons with 

commercial brands even though it is about mental health. For example, the brand 

Hunkemöller with the #rockyourcurves adverAsement or the brand Dove with the Self 

Esteem project return several Ames. The influencers post stories about their insecuriAes and 

selfie compilaAons about their ‘real’ emoAons in collaboraAon with Dove’s latest shower gel 

(Appendix D1.33). This does not necessarily make their posts less informaAve, but the post 

can drop in credibility about mental health, because it reveals that the story is shared for 

markeAng and entertainment purposes and, in the end, ensures more money and aKenAon 

for both the brand and the influencer. Through the eyes of the brand this can be seen as 

credible and successful markeAng, as the popular influencers ensure that a posiAve 

connotaAon is given to their brand (Lou et al., 2019, pp. 176-180). Looking at it from another 

perspecAve, if you examine how a brand impacts an influencers’ personal story, it can 

backfire. When a personal story is driven by commercial interests, it emphasizes that the 

message is being commodified, causing that it can seem less personal and therefore less 

‘real’ (Abidin, 2018, pp. 2-4).  

In conclusion, it is essenAal to recognize that online authenAcity always involves a 

conscious choice, resulAng in an inherent gap between one’s internal and external states, 

which is central to the essence of authenAcity (Hopwood et al., 2021, p. 3; Varga, 2012, p. 7; 

Wood et al., 2008, p. 386). Even though influencers can strategically use online authenAcity 

to narrow this gap as much as possible. Furthermore, the commercial nature of social media 

influencers’ profession must always be considered. This prompts the quesAon of how ‘real’ 

online content can be and to what extent influencers can portray authenAcity on Instagram. 

Specifically, this casts doubts on the underlying reasons influencers posts about mental 

health, which is the why-ques/on from this research. The entertainment aspect of 

influencers and Instagram reveals potenAal double standards. Although Instagram 

influencers may appear ‘real’, they always post content deliberately for greater reach, 

personal or social aKenAon and/or commercial purposes. Are these double standards 

inherently problemaAc? If influencers conAnue to prioriAze the social cause, these double 

standards may not be detrimental. From this analysis, it appears that by deploying the three 

strategies, influencers can achieve a level of authenAcity that allows them to credibly 

highlight important mental health issues. These authenAcity tools enable influencers to 
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maintain a reliable support system for their followers and provide the accessible and 

affordable help that the world urgently needs right now. 

 

5.5. Academic and societal relevance 

 The findings of this research carry both academic and societal implicaAons. They 

contribute to the academic discourse on authenAcity, addressing a noted gap in 

understanding how social media creators employ authenAcity (Audrezet et al., 2020, p. 559). 

By idenAfying observable authenAcity features on Instagram, this study filled part of this gap 

and provided insights into the strategies influencers use to convey credible messages about 

mental health. The theoreAcal exploraAon of online authenAcity is complemented by the 

authenAcity strategies found. Moreover, this research contributed to theoreAcal frameworks 

that analyze the complexiAes of online idenAty and authenAc self-presentaAon (Slater, 2002, 

pp. 537-540; Taylor, 2022, pp. 1-4). Understanding these dynamics can establish standards 

that foster a healthier online ecosystem. Socially, the study’s findings inform the 

development of guidelines promoAng authenAcity and reliability in online content. This 

addresses a growing societal need for trustworthy mental health informaAon in an 

increasingly digital world (Fullagar et al., 2017, p. 3; Moorhead et al., 2013, p. 8; O'Reilly et 

al., 2018, pp. 658-660). In essence, this research enriched academic understanding of 

authenAcity while revealing pracAcal strategies that can support a more posiAve and 

informed online mental health community. 

 

5.6. Limita+ons and further research 

It is important to note that this research, while significant and far-reaching, also has 

its limitaAons. First, only four influencers were studied. Although these were chosen very 

carefully using purposive sampling, it may limit the results of the study. However, Yin (2009) 

argues about case studies that ‘’the operaAons of the study can be repeated with the same 

results’’ (p. 33). AZer all, many influencers operate in similar ways, so focusing on four 

influencers was appropriate for the aim of this parAcular research and serves as a starAng 

point to understand how other influencers also discuss mental health. Furthermore, the 

study can be repeated on other social media. Second, the biggest obstacle was overcoming 

the subjecAvity with which authenAcity is so intertwined. This has been resolved and 

explained as clearly as possible in this study by treaAng authenAcity as a mulAdimensional 
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concept, combining objecAve and observable characterisAcs with subjecAve and less 

observable characterisAcs in the authenAcity scale (Lee & EasAn, 2021, p. 835). Moreover, 

visual and textual indicators of authenAcity were clearly explored. However, dealing with the 

subjecAve belief remains inherent in measuring authenAcity, so the influence of the 

researcher’s personal percepAon, gender and age on the results is unavoidable and 

represents a potenAal limitaAon of the study. 

 For future research, it would be valuable to analyze whether the authenAcity 

strategies idenAfied in this study are applicable to other areas of social media beyond mental 

health content. For instance, examining if arAsts use similar strategies to engage their 

audiences on social media could provide insighdul comparisons. In addiAon, it is relevant to 

look at newer social media channels, such as TikTok. Thus, discovering whether these 

strategies are also generic strategies is a nice pursuit for follow-up research. Moreover, 

invesAgaAng authenAcity from the recipients’ perspecAve would also enhance 

understanding. ConducAng in-depth interviews and surveys with followers to see if they 

perceive mental health influencers as authenAc would be a significant addiAon to 

authenAcity research. Furthermore, examining videos on Instagram, which were excluded 

from this study, could address a growing area of interest given the rise of Reels and Stories. 

Finally, focusing on the examinaAon of authenAc content itself, rather than its effects, could 

help develop reliable and objecAve scales for analyzing online authenAcity. This research 

could serve as a foundaAon for such studies, filling a notable gap in the current literature.  
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A: Coding table 
 

Nr. (Sub)Themes Coding examples per influencer Examples of subcodes 
and image features 

1 Opening up 
about 
Mental 
Health 

Vivian 
- ‘’[My self love and mental health are the 
most important in life. It is Ame for an even 
stronger and healthier version of myself. The 
focus is on me]’’ 
- ‘’[This figure hurts, knowing that a whole 
new generaAon is growing up with different 
pladorms]’’ 
Rianne 
- ‘’I realized how many women I know 
experienced something like this as well’’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[GGZ waiAng lists are not gesng any 
shorter]’’ 
- ‘’[the depressed youngsters, aZer two years 
of pandemic, are far from helped]’’ 
- ‘’[Because this subject deserves all 
aKenAon]’’ 
- ‘’[Mental health is just as important as 
physical health]’’ 
- ‘’[We are ✨mentally ill✨ or in other words, 
mentally unhealthy]’’ 
- ‘’[And above all, keep talking and listening 
with and to each other]’’ 
- ‘’[If I had grown up with social media ... I 
would have realized earlier what was going on 
with my mental health]’’ 

- Mental health 
importance 
- Mental health 
figures 
- ProtecAng mental 
health  
- Social media impact 
on informaAon 
sharing 

2 Experiences 
with mental 
health issues 

Vivian 
- ‘’been struggling for years with depression.’’ 
- ‘’also I didn't understand my mental state, 
and I sAll don't’’ 
- ‘’[A series focusing on depression and is very 
recognizable to me]’’ 
- ‘’[I’ve seen really dark days]’’ 

- Depression 
- Low self-esteem 
- Panic aKacks 
- Not understanding 
mental state 
- Own recogniAon of 
mental state 
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- ‘’[My mental health has always been put to 
the test]’’ 
- ‘’I'm sAll in the process to love myself 
uncondiAonally’’ 
- ‘’A feeling of panic started the moment I leZ 
the plane’’ 

- Experiencing dark 
days 
 

  Rianne 
- ‘’I had some thoughts about health anxiety 
💞This is something I struggle with, some days 
more than others.’’ 
- ‘’I find it hard to trust my body someAmes, 
to trust it to be healthy.’’ 
- ‘’The anxiety feels like it’s weighing me down 
someAmes. And the anxiety itself is like living 
through fear of things that aren’t even 
happening.’’ 
- ‘’Like a self-sabotage of happiness’’ 
- ‘’This weekend I had a miscarriage aZer 
being pregnant for 6 weeks.’’ 
- ‘’honestly can’t believe it has been a year 
since my first miscarriage’’ 
- ‘’but freaking out and having absolutely no 
clue what I should be doing’’ 
- ‘’and some minor mental breakdowns’’ 
- ‘’My body is working for me 24/7 not against 
me’’ 

- (Health) Anxiety 
- Panic aKacks 
- Mental breakdowns 
- Trauma aZer 
miscarriage 
- Having no body trust 
- Self-sabotaging 
 
 

  Joan 
- ‘’I’ve lost myself this year’’ 
- ‘’I was lonely’’ 
- ‘’I have been struggling a liKle lately. I feel 
lonely. I feel sad. I feel lost’’ 
- ‘’Life feels overwhelming’’ 
- ‘’If your biggest achievement was just 
staying alive’’ 
- ‘’“you don’t have a nice body” is a comment 
I got..’’ 
- ‘’feeling lost, confused or just sad’’ 
- ‘’the reason i missed a lot of fun things in my 
life’’ 

- Low self-esteem 
- Loneliness 
- Severe body 
insecuriAes 
- Experiencing dark 
days 
- Feeling of just 
staying alive 
 
 
 

  Vera - Depression 
- Anxiety  
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- ‘’[I have been struggling with my mental 
health all my life. With generalized anxiety 
disorder, peaking disorder, burnout and 
depression]’’ 
- ‘’[But I know very well about myself that I 
am depressed and that I have a parent who 
has been taking the same medicaAon in a 
lower dosage for decades now. Depression - 
like anxiety disorders - runs in my family]’’ 
- ‘’[In my signalizaAon plan remind myself that 
fears are unreal]’’ 
- ‘’[Depression and anxiety can be 
tremendously crippling]’’ 
- ‘’[that I feel bad and lie in bed almost all 
day]’’ 
- ‘’[Occasionally I find that challenging and 
find that I can move along just a liKle slower]’’ 
- ‘’[Being open about my burnout was a 
relief]’’ 
- ‘’[She talks very candidly about how she fell 
into a deep depression]’’ 
- ‘’[my first plan that I made at the crisis 
service in 2020]’’ 
- ‘’[Fortunately, I received tremendous help at 
crisis service Amsterdam Center at the Ame]’’ 
- ‘’[because three years ago I experienced a 
violent low]’’ 
- ‘’[other days I sAll feel like a barren branch, 
but with paAence and few expectaAons, I 
manage to pull myself together to do 
something]’’ 
- ‘’[When I came home from crisis services…]’’ 
- ‘’[I am not feeling it for a while today and 
this week]’’ 
- ‘’[The last few weeks I've been noAcing it 
again. I am gloomy and get off to a bad start]’’ 
- ‘’[And fleeing seems easy, but it is not. Once 
you have fled, finding your way back is 
something you cannot do alone. Even though 
you want to so badly]’’ 

- Burn out 
- Peaking disorder 
- Suicidal thoughts 
- Experiencing crisis 
services 
- Paralyzing effect of 
bad mental state 
- Hard to talk about 
mental health 
- Hard to keep up 
with life 
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- ‘’[But you can handle it, all the discomfort, 
all the sadness and shame]’’ 

3 Crea+ng 
awareness 

Vivian 
- ‘’It's gesng a lot beKer and I finally feel like 
i'm accepAng this part of me’’ 
- ‘’But that’s also why I need to speak up 
about it. Because we have to talk about our 
mental health and not be ashamed’’ 
- ‘’I will open up about it step by step’’ 
- ‘’To hopefully help anyone who needs it’’ 
- ‘’Sharing some of the things that really 
helped me during this journey’’ 
- ‘’[Calming myself with some music and 
breathing exercises]’’ 
- ‘’Hope it can help you as much as it did me’’ 
- ‘’Let’s conAnue the conversaAon’’ 
- ‘’[Hearing ‘it will be all right’ is something I 
heard a lot but never believed]’’ 
- ‘’[to raise awareness about this]’’ 
- ‘’[protecAng the mental health of young 
people]’’ 
- ‘’[set up a nice self-esteem project so that 
hopefully together we can protect the new 
generaAon and ourselves from outside 
influences]’’ 

- (Self) Help 
- Therapy 
- Acceptance 
- Protect mental 
health 
- Speak up 
 

  Rianne 
- ‘’So here’s to the process 🙏’’	
- ‘’And all my anxiety went away and it lost all 
it’s meaning. I have no idea how long this is 
gonna last hahah’’ 
- ‘’and this is sAll a subject that isn't really 
talked about. Let's talk about it more.’’ 
- ‘’AZer talking to my family about it’’ 

- Process of healing 
- Talk about it 
- Speak up 

  Joan 
- ‘’Maybe that’s where the healings begins’’ 
- ‘’but I learned so much from this experience 
and I have grown a lot as a human being’’ 
- ‘’ 🤎 ALLOW YOURSELF TO CHANGE’’ 
- ‘’Her advocacy will concentrate on raising 
awareness and support for survivors who are 

- (Professional) 
Support 
- Process of healing 
- Lessons learned 
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dealing with trauma, abuse, or struggles with 
low self-esteem’’ 

  Vera 
- ''[any reason to get more aKenAon to mental 
health I will grab]''   
- ‘’[SAll a long way to go]’’ 
- ‘’[My therapy never begins with the quesAon 
'how are you? ' or 'everything okay?' but 'how 
are you feeling today?’’]’’ 
- ‘’[My depression is also teaching me now 
when I just want to cry and lie in bed for days 
on, it is actually tremendously good for me to 
do something]’’ 
- ‘’[We wore out psychologists and 
psychiatrists and devoured therapies]’’ 
- ‘’[I have been taking ad for two years next 
month]’’ 
- ''[Together we are strong, because a voice 
can easily be ignored, but together we will 
sound ear-deafening]'' 
- ‘’[To get your life back, carry on and most of 
all just live it]’’ 
- ‘’[Vera is commiKed to making vulnerable 
topics such as mental health, beauty, daring 
to speak out and self-acceptance 
discussable]’’ 
- ‘’[I think it is very important to bring mental 
health out of the taboo sphere]’’ 
- ‘’[And that's why I want to encourage you to 
have the conversaAon with your parents, 
child, friend or sibling]’’ 
- ‘’[and want to urge you to keep talking ❤ 
#IKHelpMee #WSPD]’’ 
- ‘’[Today is World Suicide PrevenAon Day]’’ 
- ‘’[That there are professionals who want to 
guide you]’’ 
- ‘’[Topics that are sensiAve, that can be 
hurdul or triggering]’’ 
- ‘’[Should you also be taking anAdepressants, 
I want to say to you that you are doing more 
than your best]’’ 

- Professional help 
- Therapy 
- Self help 
- Use of medicaAon 
- Giving depression 
advice 
- Gesng life back 
- PrevenAon days 
- Mental health days 
- Not enough help 
- Gently address 
sensiAve subjects  
- Breaking the taboo 
- Speak up 
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- ‘’[There the medicaAon was prescribed]’’ 
- ‘’[That a huge number of people take it, even 
though it is not talked about. There is a taboo 
on it, but you really don't have to "do without 
it]’’ 
- ‘’[In conversaAon with a loved one, I heard 
him say that he couldn't handle talking for 
hours about the past and all that happened, 
during the mandatory intake at the clinic]’’ 
- ‘’[Speaking about it is hard]’’ 
- ‘’[He says he has to do it himself, I tell him 
that's right. But also that one cannot do it 
alone]’’ 
- ‘’[I don’t want to feel ashamed]’’ 

4 Embracing 
the ordinary 

Vivian 
- ‘’Embracing the one you've already got’’ 
- ‘’Life in selfies’’ 
- ‘’It's Ame that we are all seen for our 
beauAful unique self’’ 
- ‘’It's about Ame to be happy with who we 
are’’  
Joan 
- ‘’[I suddenly realized that beauty is just a 
concept and that beauty ideals have proven to 
be changeable over Ame]’’ 
- ‘’ideals of beauty are constantly changing, 
but we shouldn’t change our bodies with 
them’’ 
- ‘’In this world it’s hard to be authenAc’’ 
- ‘’💜even though i’ve treated her poorly in 
the past, she’s sAll here for me. i’m sorry for 
all the hurdul things i’ve said and done to my 
body. i’m so thankful that my body loved me 
and nourished me, even when i didn’t love 
her back’’ 
- ‘’She’s my forever home and sanctuary’’ 
- ‘’💜 she is unique! she is what makes me 
different from the other 7.8 billion people on 
this planet, YOU ARE SPECIAL!!! we are all 
special!’’ 

- (Mirror) Selfies 
- Beauty ideals 
- Love yourself 
- Be happy with your 
own body 
- Body is your 
sanctuary 
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- ‘’i know it’s a cliché to say, but we only have 
ONE body, why spend our enAre lives at war 
with it?’’ 
- ‘’and I decide that from now on, I will do my 
best to see the beauty in me just like I do in 
others’’ 
- ‘’I appreciate the only body I have’’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[You only have one body, one life to get the 
most out of]’’ 
- ‘’[Love your body, and if that fails: accept 
that this shell is your home all your life and 
that you also deserve to enjoy all the 
experiences]’’ 

4.1 Picturing the 
‘real’ body 

Joan 
- ‘’these pics were all taken within the same 
month and look how different my legs look in 
every picture‘’ 
- ‘’POV: you’re more than just an image’’ 
- ‘’for example: people tell me “don’t show 
realness on social media, brands don’t like 
that”’’ 
- ‘’and is it because WE don’t like those things 
or is it because society taught us to not like 
those things about ourselves?’’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[A photograph taken at a random moment, 
but one that conAnues to sway through your 
mind]’’ 
- ‘’[A photograph is a snapshot. One second, 
then you're already in a different place]’’ 
- ‘’[I felt like a lifesize fluorescent yellow 
marker, glow in the dark]’’ 
- ''[Not slim, standard handsome and not 
smooth. I am just like you. I'm your neighbor, 
your sister or cousin. I'm the one I wanted to - 
see on the cover, but never saw]'' 
- ‘’[Thick, thin, long, short, small, smooth, 
hairy, with scars, eczema, stretch marks, 
psoriasis, viAligo or pimples. Thick bellies, flat 
bellies, bulging or muscular bellies. SoZ 

Specific images 
features: 
- Naked body 
- No face, only body 
- Bikini or lingerie 
body 
- Emphasis on specific 
body parts 
 
- Bodily flaws 
- Normalizing the 
body 
- Denouncing social 
norms 
- All body types! 
- Just your ‘average’ 
woman 
- Impact of a photo 
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bellies or flabby bellies. Wobbly toes, 
lacquered or cut short. Bulging buKocks, flat 
buKocks, Aght buKocks or dimpled buKocks. 
Sweaty armpits, badly applied sunscreen or 
burnt shoulders. SomeAmes topless. Small 
breasts, large and uneven breasts. Light or 
dark nipples. Large nipples, flat nipples. 
Pimply or hairy nipples]’’ 

4.1.1 Showing real 
skin 

Vivian 
- ‘’My décolleté, shoulders, and back has been 
full with liKle bumps, irritaAon spots, rash and 
pimples.’’ 
- ‘’Stretchmarks, pimples and body rolls = just 
a beauAful human body’’ 
Rianne 
- ‘’We first took a picture without any makeup 
and hairstyling’’ 
Joan 
- ‘’look at the cellulite on my buK. There’s sAll 
a taboo around cellulite. We sAll thing we 
need to have smooth legs in order to be 
beauAful, but it’s totally normal to have 
cellulite’’ 
- ‘’here are pictures of my cellulite, my back 
rolls, my stretchmarks, my belly rolls, body 
hair, razor bumps, scars’’ 
- ‘’cellulite is beauAful!! Scars are beauAful!! 
Stretchmarks are beauAful!!! Rolls are 
beauAful!!!’’ 
- ‘’ celluLIT in the jungle 🦎🦎🦎’’	
Vera 
- ‘’[taking a while to get used to maybe, 
because we don’t see skin this way very 
oZen]’’ 
- ‘’[not shaving your armpits or going to work 
without makeup for once]’’ 
- ‘’[AZer all, I hadn’t shaved my armpits and I 
have all these ideas and rules about that 
anyway… Then I let go and put on the 
sleeveless dress]’’ 
- ‘’[(hence the makeup-less selfie)]’’ 

Specific image 
features: 
- Close-up photos 
- Stretch marks 
- Acne 
- Skin texture; uneven 
skin, no make-up 
- Scars 
- Cellulite 
- Freckles 
- Skin irritaAon 
- Curves 
 
- Challenging the 
beauty ideal of a clear 
skin 
- Showing skin flaws 
and imperfecAons 
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- ‘’[On my face I have rosacea and on my 
whole body I have marble skin]’’ 
- ‘’[I can’t be a skinfluencer because I don’t 
have flawless skin]’’ 
- ‘’[I have “unconvenAonal” skin. In a world 
where pimples always have to be 
camouflaged or brushed away]’’ 
- ‘’[I have skin with redness, sensiAvity, bumps 
and irritaAons]’’ 
- ‘’[Ps: I never photoshop my pictures. These 
photos are photoshopped though and I pity 
that I was not asked for approval beforehand. 
The stretch marks, marble skin, pimples; I 
would have loved to have seen them. Just to 
normalize it. I also gave that back as 
feedback]’’ 

4.1.2 Body 
posi+on 

Rianne 
- ‘’the buK squeeze returns’’ 
- ‘’Tried to leave without a buKsqueeze but 
couldn’t 😂’’	
Joan 
- ‘’It literally depends on how you’re posing or 
what the lightning is like'’ 
- ‘’BELLY ROLLS ARE HOT AF BYE 🤭’’	

Specific image 
features: 
- Curves/body rolls 
- Double chin 
- Emphasis on the 
buKocks  
- BuK squeeze 
- Emphasis on the 
belly area 
- Emphasis on the 
breasts 
- Impact of the pose 
and lightning of the 
photo 
 
- Normalizing the 
human body 

4.1.3 Showing 
emo+on 

Vivian 
- ‘’I couldn’t control my breath and tears’’ 
- ‘’[so here are 8 selfies each with a different 
mood]’’ 
Joan 
- ‘’I was crying most part of the morning’’ 
- ‘’Feeling myself aZer 2 cocktails 
#drunkselfie’’ 

Specific image 
features: 
- Crying face 
- Tears 
- Drunk gaze in a 
selfie 
- EaAng selfies 
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4.2 Mocking 
Insta perfect 
life 

Vivian 
- ‘’[What was I looking like, we laughed out 
loud. SomeAmes you shouldn't take yourself 
too seriously either haha!]’’ 
- ‘’The picture I put on my stories vs 
everything I send to my friends’’ 
Rianne 
- ‘’During hairdresser vs aZer hairdresser 😛’’	
- ‘’Go take pics in the sun they said, it will be 
fun they said’’ 
- ‘’Filter vs no filter, sun ediAon 😛’’	
- ‘’Before and aZer hair & make-up at its finest 
today😛’’	
- ‘’A liKle light and angle perspecAve for your 
monday evening’’ 
- ‘’What people see vs what people don’t see 
👀😛’’	
- ‘’to not take everything you see online too 
seriously ✨💞’’ 
- ‘’this is a great example of photoshop 😛👍’’	
- ‘’And for everyone taking this too seriously. 
I’M JOKING’’ 
- ‘’nobody looks like those Instagram models, 
even the models themselves’’ 
Joan 
- ‘’so here’s me: a perfect picture vs the real 
me’’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[SomeAmes with a grain of salt though 
because I think it's important not to take 
everything so seriously]’’ 

Specific image 
features: 
- Meme with text 
- Insta versus reality 
- Picture perspecAve 
- Effect of social 
media filter 
 
- Don’t take yourself 
too seriously 
- Joking 
- Picture comparison  
- Using photoshop 
 

4.3 Body-
posi+vity 
content 

Vivian 
- ‘’Self love is the best accessories’’  
- ‘’for me body confidence means that I'm 
spending less Ame obsessing over my body’’ 
- ‘’For anyone who wants a liKle help towards 
self love’’ 
- ‘’And to create more acceptance for the 
bigger sizes in general’’ 
- ‘’Beauty is beyond size’’ 

Specific image 
features: 
- Emphasis on belly 
and curves 
- Sensual body 
posture 
- Shading 
- Sexy model face 
- Professional 
photographs 
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- ‘’Happy that i'm enjoying my body at it 
fullest these days’’ 
- ‘’Im trying to accept’’ 
- ’’But I felt so confident wearing this’’ 
- ‘’I am fearless, I am sexy, I am devine’’ 
- ‘’be your own muse’’ 
- ‘’[Did you know that 1 in 2 women is being 
bodyshamed?]’’ 
- ''To achieve more diversity of models in the 
fashion industry'' 
- ''one ideal should not be at the expense of 
another'' 
- ''Let's fight together for more diversity in the 
fashion industry'' 
Joan 
- ‘’with that beauAful body of yours 🤩🤍’’	
- ‘’I’m so proud to be a plus size model in 
vogue. show the world that you can be proud 
of your body, no maKer your size.’’ 
- ‘’we don’t need to change our bodies my 
loves, there’s nothing wrong with our bodies. 
there’s something wrong with the way we 
look at our bodies. we need to change our 
mindset’’ 
- ‘’No maKer your size, age, shape, skincolor, 
disability, scars etc etc. it doesn’t maKer 
whether you’re fat, skinny, curvy, mid size, 
flat, big, tall, short, WHATEVER, you deserve 
love and respect’’ 
- ‘’this year i had to redefine what body 
posiAvity/confidence means to me ‘’ 
- ‘’to help women of all sizes feel beauAful 
and comfortable in their own skin’’ 
- ‘’so just stay true to yourself because your 
real beauty will shine from within, no maKer 
your size, no maKer the angle. 💖💖💖’’	
-	‘’Bc you’re a GODDESS’’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[because unfortunately there are sAll limits 
to what a fat woman's body can and may 
show on social media]’’ 

- Bikini body 
- Model pose 
- Lingerie 
- Body rolls 
 
- Body size doesn’t 
maKer 
- Diversity in the 
media and fashion 
industry 
- Fat celebraAon 
- Body comfortability 
- Body confidence 
- Body acceptance  
- Sensuality of the 
body 
- Sexy  
- Divinity  
- Self love 
- Love yourself 
- Muse 
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- ‘’[Of all the people who aKended. From 
black people, people of color, queer people 
and gay people]’’ 
- ‘’[a celebraAon of fat people]’’ 
- ‘’[What does it maKer what you look like 
when you make memories?]’’ 
- ‘’[Being allowed to be yourself 
uncondiAonally]’’ 
- ‘’[Speaking of my body, you can call me 
curvy or plump, but I just call myself fat. 
Between the lines, I try to set a posiAve 
example as a fat person]’’ 
- ‘’[Nobody cares what you look like, for you 
ten others. So hup, go enjoy yourself ❤]’’ 

5 LeYng down 
the media 
mask 

Vivian 
- ‘’[that I wouldn't be so likely to post on insta 
but want to share with you anyway]’’ 
- ‘’The tears of sadness and fear started to 
flow into tears of joy’’ 
- ‘’I’m sAll very scared to say this out loud’’ 
- ‘’going through so many emoAons lately’’ 
- ‘’I’m feeling good these days but also Ared 
and chaoAc’’ 
Rianne 
- ‘’Lately I noAced I’ve been giving myself a 
hard Ame’’ 
- ‘’[I post everything to comes to my mind]’’ 
- ‘’Because keeping it in makes me more sad’’ 
- ‘’You can’t control things that are out of your 
control’’ 
- ‘’I need to write because I am so scared, It’s 
just so damn scary’’ 
Joan 
- ‘’Your ability to feel is your strength’’ 
- ‘’i have so much to say but i literally don’t 
know how to fit it all in on capAon lol!!’’ 
- ‘’it’s okay not to be okay someAmes <3’’ 
- ‘’just a few pictures of me going through the 
moAons of life’’ 

- Rollercoaster of 
emoAons 
- EmoAons out of 
control 
- Scary to share 
feelings 
- Dare to post 
- So much to say 
- WriAng about 
emoAons can help 
- Expressing dreams 
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- ‘’There's so much heartbreak and loss out 
there that someAmes caring about anything 
feels like a weakness’’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[Last week I wrote this depressive poem… 
for wriAng, I don't always have the energy and 
fear of failure gets in the way]’’ 
- ‘’[I always say that if you feel bad, that that 
feeling is just allowed to be there]’’ 
- ‘’[But I don't share my dreams easily, 
because I actually find them ridiculous. 
UnaKainable. Dreams that will forever remain 
dreams. This year, I decided to cauAously 
express my dreams anyway]’’ 
- ‘’[your heart is pounding in your throat and 
you can't get your breathing under control]’’ 
- ‘’[Yes, I sAll take 40 milligrams of 
Cita.lo.pr.am every morning. Today is my 
pillaversary! 💊 3 years happy with my pram 
🎉 I rarely talk about it anymore because I 
have been taking the same medicaAon for 
years now. And I have no desire to reduce 
either.... Thank god for the medicaAon…A 
heart paAent is also not expected to "be able 
to do" without beta-blockers]’’ 

5.1 The young 
self talking 

Vivian 
- ‘’when I was younger I already experienced 
it’’ 
- ‘’15 years is the difference between these 
pictures’’ 
- ‘’The things I wished my younger self would 
have known’’ 
- ‘’14y old would have never believed this’’ 
- ‘’the woman who planned her enAre life is 
now living day by day’’ 
- ‘’Trust that some of the best days of your life 
haven’t even happened yet’’ 
- ''I'm in love with my future, can't wait to 
meet her'' 
Rianne 

- Old photos as young 
girl 
- Comparison with 
younger self 
- LiKle girl’s dream 
- Seemed impossible 
before  
- ReacAon as young 
girl 
- Talking to younger 
or older self 
- Advice to young or 
old self 
- Future imaginaAon 
- Growing up 
- Change 
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- ‘’I will absolutely show this to my grandkids 
one day’’ 
- ‘’Ever since I was young I’ve looked in the 
mirror and thought to myself liKle things that 
make my body ‘not finished yet’’’ 
- ‘’Sending love to my scared self a couple of 
months ago ❤’’	
Joan 
- ‘’i think when i was younger my high 
expectaAons were never met compared to the 
movies’’ 
- ‘’this is something i’ve been manifesAng and 
dreaming of since i was a liKle girl.’’ 
- ‘’you will never be the same person you 
were a year ago, but not even a week ago: 
and that’s okay.’’ 
- ‘’🤎 NEVER GIVE UP ON YOUR DREAMS‘’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[Someone asked me aZer the launch how I 
would have reacted as a teenage Vera if I told 
her where I am now…She had NEVER believed 
it, then. Never!]’’ 
- ‘’['Girl, prepare yourself. It's gonna be one 
hell of a ride'? 👀]’’	
- ‘’[She could never have imagined that 6-
year-old Vera would have a lot to look forward 
to, and that's for the best]’’ 
- ‘’[13 years ago, and that I am now already 
30]’’ 
- ‘’[And omg: I HAVE BEEN BUSY FOR 14 YEARS 
👵]’’ 
- ‘’[When I think about how bad I felt as a 
teenager, how intensely insecure I was. I 
found myself SO ugly. I thought my belly was 
huge, my skin way too red and pimply and 
omg: I have a double chin. It really makes me 
so sad now that I felt that way]’’ 
- ‘’[What would you say to your younger self? 
❤]’’ 

- Body in progress 
- Teenage self 
- Teenager 
insecuriAes 
- WanAng to meet 
high expectaAons 
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5.2.1 Voicing 
nega+ve 
feelings 

Vivian 
- ‘’cause I was scared. Scared that people had 
an opinion about me. Scared that my feelings 
weren’t real and I was just dramaAc’’ 
- ‘’NegaAve thoughts come way easier than 
posiAve ones'' 
- ‘’The last 15 years I lost myself and found 
myself back again’’ 
- ‘’This pain, I forgot the intensity of it’’ 
- ‘’[I had quite a down and stress moment]’’ 
- ‘’[Remains difficult not to let these words 
hurt me]'' 
Rianne 
- ‘’And it’s this fear that doesn’t really serve 
me.’’ 
- ‘’Or almost like: I can’t be that happy 
something must be wrong.’’  
- ‘’It is terrifying, like something is wrong with 
me…I need to feel this fear head on’’ 
- ‘’I can’t think it away with posiAve thoughts. 
So much could go wrong’’ 
- ‘’And there are no comfort words, no big life 
lessons, no posiAve’’ 
- ‘’My biggest fear is living a life based on 
fear’’ 
- ‘’That is conAnuous stress’’ 
Joan 
- ‘’[‘I don’t need to hate myself and I don’t 
have to be thin’]’’ 
- ‘’I was paying too much aKenAon to what 
others might think of me. So, I tried to fit into 
an image that wasn’t me’’ 
-	‘’🤎 DO NOT LET OTHERS GET YOU DOWN.’’ 
- ‘’and believe me, the RIGHT people will 
accept you for who you are. and the ones who 
don’t, well… f them!!!!’’ 
- ‘’not all storms come to disrupt your life, 
some come to clear your path’’ 
- ‘’FighAng the negaAvity and gesng through 
the day’’ 

- Dealing with 
negaAve thoughts 
- NegaAve self-talk 
- Self criAcism 
- Feeling down and 
stressed 
- Dealing with 
negaAve comments 
- CriAcism of 
followers 
- Pain intensity 
- Opinions of others 
- Fear/Feeling 
terrified 
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- ‘’…is a comment I got on one of my latest 
posts. honestly, comments like that don’t hurt 
me anymore. but I know it hurts a lot of other 
people’’ 
- ‘’the fact that people look at each other and 
feel the need to say negaAve comments about 
each other like that, is something i will never 
understand. because of comments like these, 
people feel like their appearances are the 
most important thing about them’’ 
- ‘’we talk ourselves down because we aren’t 
preKy enough, skinny enough, curvy enough, 
fit enough, but we never expect that same 
standard from the people around us’’ 
- ‘’other people might not believe in you, they 
might say you have to quit or say you can’t do 
it’’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[My self-image gets dented and I start 
thinking and talking negaAvely about myself]’’ 
- ‘’[Even if it doesn't feel good at first and is 
terrifying]’’ 
- ‘’[but think you can't do it yourself, it doesn't 
suit you, or you're simply not worth it]’’ 
- ‘’[Every year my self-confidence takes a hit in 
January]’’ 

5.2.2 Voicing 
insecuri+es 

Vivian 
- ‘’I always been insecure about wearing 
sleeveless tops and skirts’’ 
- ‘’me wearing skirts and even mini skirts was 
something I could never imagine’’ 
- ‘’If I sAll have insecuriAes. The answer is yes. 
One of my biggest atm is my skin'' 
- ‘’[In my younger years I felt more ‘ugly’ than 
‘Vivian]’’ 
- ‘’[It can make me so insecure]’’ 
- ‘’[my percepAon of myself became less 
because I thought I looked 'preser'’’] 
Rianne 
- ‘’It felt like I should be doing more .. but all I 
focus on is all the steps I’m not taking’’ 

- Bodily insecuriAes 
- Feeling of not being 
good enough 
- Feeling ugly 
- Photo insecuriAes 
- Self hatred 
- Not comfortable in 
own body 
 



 79 

- ‘’I never looked and felt: this is perfect just 
the way it is. Right now.’’ 
- ‘’Where always this moment is never quite 
right, not good enough’’ 
- ‘’You might remember how I never smile 
with my teeth on pictures’’ 
Joan 
- ‘’it made me feel very insecure and sad’’ 
- ‘’you always have this fear of not being good 
enough’’ 
- ‘’just didn’t feel comfortable in my own body 
anymore’’ 
- ‘’and immediately feel the need to change 
something about themselves’’ 
- ‘’i know people hear these comments in 
their own lives, get so insecure’’ 
- ‘’and we immediately start feeling insecure 
about the way we look’’ 
- ‘’i used to HATE my legs…I’ve always had big 
legs. I hated it’’ 
- ‘’so no one would see ANYTHING of my 
upper legs + buK. the parts i was most 
insecure about’’ 
- ‘’I was so insecure about the cellulite on my 
legs because i knew nobody my age that had 
cellulite. i always thought i had “grandma 
legs” 
- ‘’Every insecurity included. Those things tell 
a story’’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[Which leaves you asking yourself, "So is 
this what I really look like?" and never 
wanAng to appear in a photo again]’’ 
- ‘’[Self-hatred is not moAvaAng; it makes one 
insecure]’’ 
- ‘’[but on days when I am not comfortable in 
my skin, feel like a sausage roll, doubt 
everything, wish I could exist without a 
‘shell’]’’ 
- ‘’[even though I get insecure from all the 
award shows and no nominaAons, missed 
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opportuniAes and no management helping 
me out]’’ 
- ‘’[Such a photo can cause you to collapse 
from now on when a camera is pointed at 
you]’’ 
- ‘’[I never belonged anywhere and was 
always leZ out. That made me extremely 
insecure]’’ 

5.2.3 The power 
of honesty 

Vivian 
- ‘’I have to be honest’’ 
- ‘’I will open about it step by step to 
hopefully help anyone who needs it’’ 
- ‘’and it has been something that I haven’t 
been really open about’’ 
Joan 
- ‘’to be very honest, when I first saw this 
picture...’’ 
- ‘’I’m gonna be very honest…’’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[I am honest and open, maybe someAmes a 
liKle too honest and open. But I wouldn't 
have it any other way]’’ 
- ‘’[And honestly? That really breaks my 
heart]’’ 
- ''[I'm open about that. I'm not ashamed and 
I want to tell everything about it]’’ 
- ‘’[I like to share my opinion and I am 
honest]’’ 

- Being as open as 
possible 
- Staying true to 
sharing your own 
thoughts 
- Opinion sharing 

6 Confiden+al 
friendship 
connec+on 
with 
followers 

Vivian 
- ‘’Can’t wait to show you’’ 
- ‘’Be your best friend and supporter’’ 
- ''hi loves, I created a liKle love leKer for you'' 
Rianne 
- ‘’but just thought I’d update you guys’’ 
- ‘’I didn’t want to wait sharing this ‘’ 
- ‘’Excited to be sharing this journey with you 
all! 🤰👶’’	
- ‘’For the ones who have followed me for a 
long Ame’’ 
- ‘’I wanted to send a big hug to everyone 
dealing with miscarriages’’ 

- Support system 
- Talking to followers 
- UpdaAng followers 
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- ‘’And couldn’t wait to share it with you’’ 
Joan 
- ‘’I can’t wait to share it all with you’’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[This message is for you]’’ 

6.1.1 Emphasize 
bond and 
give advice 

Vivian 
- ‘’A lot of you are going through this and 
asked me for advice’’ 
- ‘’But all Aps are welcome to make my skin 
more calm and less irritated’’ 
Rianne 
- ‘’Big hugs ❤❤’’ 
- ‘’Please be as sexy as you want to be haha 
❤’’	
Joan 
- ‘’remember that next Ame someone tries to 
get you down. don’t EVER let those mean 
comments get to you’’ 
- ‘’I’m here to tell you, and show you, that you 
don’t need to be perfect at all’’ 
- ‘’but don’t be afraid to go through these 
feelings, those feelings don’t make you 
strange or weird, they make you human‘’ 
- ‘’You are an amazing & emoAonal person 
who feels feelings. This can be annoying 
someAmes but it’s also your secret power. 
Keep being human’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[My pidall is that I unconsciously assume 
that you know as much about me as I do]’’ 
- ‘’[I can recommend that to everyone]’’ 

- Followers = friends 
- Asking/giving advice 
- Feeling of safety 
 
 

6.1.2 Emphasize 
quali+es 

Vivian 
- ‘’You are unique and amazing’’ 
- ‘’You've already come so far and overcome 
so many challenges’’ 
- ‘’I might have been a bumpy ride at Ames, 
but you did it’’ 
Rianne 
- ‘’YOU ARE ALREADY DOING PRETTY DAMN 
GREAT 🕺❤❤❤❤’’	
-	‘’You sexy human you’’	

- You are doing great! 
- You are unique 
- Love for followers 
- I am proud of you 
 
 



 82 

Joan 
- ‘’you deserve it. ❤ happy EVERY day!’’ 
- ‘’and I just wanted you to know that 
WHATEVER you did this year, i’m proud of you 
🙏🤍’’	
- ‘’and if you’re reading this, and can relate to 
this, i just wanted to say that i am proud of 
you too. you made it. and 2023 is gonna be a 
beauAful year, for all of us. 🤍’’	
- ‘’I'm proud of the progress you're making 
not maKer how small’’ 
- ‘’i am so proud of all the people reading this, 
wanAng to grow and learn how to love 
themselves. it’s so hard and it’s a whole 
journey but YOU GOT THIS!!!’’ 
- ‘’and if i can do this, you can definitely do 
this too’’ 
- ‘’but if you are reading this and you are 
willing to take on that journey, i am so proud 
of you…i love you. 💗’’	
- ‘’keep spreading your light and love. i’m so 
proud of you’’ 
- ‘’i am SO proud of you trying every day to 
make the best of it’’ 
- ‘’I am SO proud of the person you are, but 
also the person you are becoming’’ 
- ‘’you’re doing great, you deserve a star 
✨💭🤍’’	
Vera 
‘’[I believe that you can do it ❤]’’  

6.1.3 Asking 
ques+ons 
and 
affirma+ons 

Vivian 
- ‘’Repeat aZer me I’m perfect just the way I 
am. 🥰’’ 
- ‘’How do you feel lately my love?’’ 
Rianne 
- ‘’AffirmaAon: I am woman I am fearless I am 
sexy I’m divine ❤❤❤’’ 
- ‘’So here’s a liKle reminder for everyone 
(including myself😛)’’ 
- ‘’Friendly reminder’’ 

- QuesAons for 
followers 
- QuesAon from 
followers 
- Reminder for 
followers 
- InspiraAonal quotes 
- AffirmaAons 
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Joan 
- ‘’Repeat aZer me: I don't want what doesn't 
want me’’ 
- ‘’Everything that’s meant for me will ALWAYS 
find me’’ 
- ‘’everything i desire, desires me more’’ 
- ‘’Today’s affirmaAon: your best self is not 
your smallest self 🧡☁’’	
Vera 
- ‘’[What will you do outside your comfort 
zone this week?]’’ 
- ‘’[What makes you see life through rose-
colored glasses?]’’ 
- ‘’[but I am especially curious since when you 
have been following me?]’’ 

6.2 Discussing 
media 
impact 

Vivian 
- ‘’My phone is with me 24/7 what means I'm 
online and ON.’’ 
- ''without being connected with everything 
else, I found a deeper connecAon with 
myself’’ 
- ‘’I realized what I need in life and that is less 
screen Ame, more me Ame’’ 
- ‘’[I grew up without Instagram, without 
social media.... And that was already very 
tough. Growing up in this day and age is even 
tougher]’’ 
- ‘’[and to inspire to make social media safer]’’ 
- ‘’[proven that social media has a major 
impact on the mental health of 8 in 10 young 
people]’’ 
- ‘’[new guidelines to ensure safer social 
media]’’ 
Rianne 
- ‘’’Endlessly scrolling through short 
meaningless videos, staring at your phone 
24/7’’’ 
- ‘’Kind of brainwashed by watching too many 
‘that girl’ Aktoks I guess 😂’’	
- ‘’start to think twice about your digital 
footprint 😂’’	

- Social media 
brainwashed 
- Always online 24/7 
- Social media impact 
on youth  
- Growing up with 
social media 
- Safety of social 
media 
- DoubAng digital 
footprint 
- One-sided view 
- Impact of 
adverAsing 
- Causes wrong 
expectaAons 
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- ‘’the internet strikes again hahah 😂’’	
Joan 
- ‘’and everyone is announcing their biggest 
wins’’ 
- ‘’ALSO movies, tv shows & social media show 
us such a wrong image what this day is 
supposed to look like.’’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[Fake it unAl you make it ❌ If anything 
doesn't suit me, that's it]’’ 
- ‘’[How do you perceive the influence of 
social media, on yourself and young people?]’’ 
- ‘’[yet these adverAsements touch me. The 
Aming of those ads is the drop in the bucket]’’ 

6.2.2 Nega+ve 
media 
impact 

Vivian 
- ‘’and not strive for the ''perfect image'' cause 
we are already perfect in our own way’’ 
- ‘’[But this makes us all engaging in a 
pladorm where someAmes our reality should 
always be a perfect pose. But life, real reality 
is so much more than that. And so much more 
important. And I have to keep saying this to 
myself as well]’’ 
- ‘’[We all post a stylized version of ourselves 
on social media]’’ 
- ‘’[More than eight in 10 children in Europe 
are exposed to toxic beauty content on social 
media. As a result, this negaAvely affects 
mental health]'' 
Rianne 
- ‘’Most say social media is a bad place to 
spend your Ame and sure a lot of that is true’’ 
Joan 
- ‘’social media feels fake. we are constantly 
portraying a world where everyone is 
successful and happy, but that is so far away 
from the truth and it makes so many people 
feel like sh1t everyday’’ 
- ‘’[She emphasizes over and over again in 
words and selfies that striving for perfect 
looks does not make one happy]’’ 

- Social media is not 
reality 
- Feels fake 
- Only depicAng the 
picture perfect 
- Striving to be 
perfect 
- Comparison culture 
on social media 
- Causing disorders 
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- ‘’but 1 picture can’t define you. 1 picture can 
never capture your true beauty. We don’t 
need to fit into that “perfect” image society 
painted for us’’ 
- ‘’It’s easy to get lost in comparison on social 
media, but social media is not the real world’’ 
- ‘’All the “perfect” pictures you see on 
Instagram and compare yourself with: they’re 
not real’’ 
- ‘’you’re more than just the perfect pictures 
you see everywhere’’ 
- ‘’next Ame you feel bad and everyone seems 
to have the perfect life except for you, know 
that it’s not real. it’s just filtered’’ 
- ‘’perfecAon is not realisAc. life isn’t perfect. 
the world isn’t perfect. even things or people 
we consider perfect aren’t perfect. so why do 
we expect perfecAon from ourselves?’’ 
- ‘’But please don't compare yourself and your 
progress to others’’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[It is not a lie, but it is certainly not the full 
truth either]’’ 
- ‘’[That striving for perfecAon is making 
people unhappy]’’ 
- ‘’[and causes eaAng problems and trying to 
meet unachievable (and unreal) beauty 
standards]’’ 
- ‘’[An image of girls trying to measure up to 
popular influencers]’’ 

6.2.3 Posi+ve 
media 
impact 

Vivian 
- ‘’I'm here to hopefully inspire people and 
make a change’’ 
- ‘’Hopefully we can inspire you with the 
interview to love yourself a liKle more, cause 
you deserve it’’ 
Rianne 
- ‘’I love the content we made over the years 
😂’’	
- ‘’I want to shed some light on the good stuff. 
The way social media connects us is so cool to 

- Able to be an 
inspiraAon 
- Social media 
support 
- ConnecAon between 
many people 
- Searching for 
recogniAon 
- Endless stream of 
informaAon and 
inspiraAon 
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me. The way we get to see people from all 
over the world. Be creaAve, be vulnerable, be 
funny. And the way we can support each 
other, share our stories and make others feel 
less alone. That is so valuable.’’ 
Joan 
- ‘’i can’t wait to inspire more people together 
to love and accept themselves‘’ 
- ‘’i hope young girls and women will look at 
this campaign and recognize themselves in it’’ 
- ‘’I hope when you’re reading this and can 
recognize yourself in my story, it will make you 
feel seen and heard’’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[By now I know that recogniAon is precisely 
something we are all looking for]’’ 
- ‘’[there is so much choice, an endless stream 
of informaAon and inspiraAon]’’ 
- ‘’[I want to be the example that I missed 
when I was young]’’ 
- ‘’[If I had grown up with social media, 
instead of the limited images visible in 
magazines and on TV ... Then I would have 
quickly discovered body posiAvity]’’ 

- Valuable informaAon 
about sensiAve topics 
 
 

6.3.1 The power 
of gra+tude 

Vivian 
- ‘’thankful for my friends who are supporAng 
me, sleeping next to me cause the morning 
and nights are the most intense’’ 
Rianne 
- ‘’Big hug for everyone who was a part of this 
beauAful week and to all of you for the 
congratulaAons and love ❤❤’’ 
- ‘’Overwhelmed with your love, thank you 
❤’’	
- ‘’And I want to thank you for sAcking around 
here, laugh and cry with me from Ame to Ame 
haha. I see you ❤❤❤’’ 
Joan 
- ‘’I’m forever grateful.’’ 
- ‘’AAAAAAAAAAAAAAA I DONT KNOW WHAT 
TO SAY I FEEL SO GRATEFUL!!!!!!!’’ 

- Thanking friends 
and followers 
- PracAcing graAtude 
- Expressing 
happiness 
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- ‘’thank you thank you thank you for 
everyone involved!’’ 
- ‘’i am forever grateful for you 🥰’’	
- ‘’🤎 BE GRATEFUL FOR THE LITTLE THINGS’’ 
- ‘’but it’s so important to pracAce graAtude 
for what you have NOW. no maKer how small, 
I am grateful for everything surrounding and 
inside me’’ 
- ‘’I'm grateful for making it this far’’ 
- ‘’but every chance i get to be grateful for 
your presence in my life i take 😌🤭’’	
- ‘’and I will wait in excitement and graAtude’’ 
Vera 
- ‘’[that exactly 1 year ago today you gave me 
the space and my confidence in myself (back) 
✨]’’	

6.3.2 The power 
of 
togetherness 

Vivian 
- ‘’[But here I am to say to you. It will be all 
right. Really]’’ 
- ‘’Let’s make it a good story, together’’ 
- ‘’but let me remind you that we are in this 
together’’ 
- ‘’We are doing this together so for all of you 
please give each other advice in the 
comments’’ 
- ‘’You are not alone honey, I feel you’’ 
Rianne 
- ‘’you’re not alone either, although you 
probably already know that ❤❤’’	
- ‘’I feel you, we made it ❤❤❤ ‘’ 
- ‘’You are so not alone! ❤’’	
- ‘’It was really nice to know I’m not alone’’ 
Joan 
- ‘’and i know that we will make this world a 
beKer and kinder place together 💛’’	
- ‘’together we will make this world a beKer 
place with more acceptance and love towards 
others’’ 
- ‘’EVERYONE STRUGGLES. everyone goes 
through shit and has bad days’’ 

- You are not alone 
- Talking in ‘we’-form 
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- ‘’…and i know that we will both completely 
and uKerly love ourselves. i’m manifesAng 
that for all of us. we got this…’’	
- ‘’You are not alone. Everyone struggles with 
something’’ 
- ‘’We got this and we goKa remember that 
we’re NEVER alone. we always have each 
other. ❤🫂’’	
Vera 
- ''[That I'm there, that we're there. To help, to 
listen and to talk]'' 
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Main category What, Why and How (Three main themes) Sub themes Subthemes 2nd layer Subcodes Subcodes 2nd layer Subcodes 2nd layer2 Subcodes 2nd layer3 Subcodes 2nd layer4 Subcodes 2nd layer5

1. Opening up about 
mental health

What? 2. Influencer's experiences with 
mental health issues

2.1 Mental health 
complaints

2.1.1 
Depression

2.1.1.1 Not feeling 
happy for weeks

2.1.1.2 Missing out on 
all the fun things in life

2.1.1.3 Social 
withdrawal

2.1.2 Low self-
esteem

2.1.2.1 Social 
insecurities

2.1.2.2 Dealing with 
break-up

2.1.2.3 Feeling 
unwanted or 
unworthy

2.1.3 Panic 
attacks 2.1.3.1 Can't breath

2.1.3.2 Life feels 
overwhelming

2.1.3.3 Feeling 
stressed

2.1.4 (Health) 
Anxiety 2.1.4.1 Built-up fear 2.1.4.2 Uneasiness

2.1.4.3 Living with 
constant fear in 
your head

2.1.5 Mental 
breakdowns

2.1.5.1 Crying being 
overwhelmed

2.1.5.2 Completely 
freaking out

2.1.6 Trauma 
after 
miscarriage

2.1.6.1 Scared for 
pregnancy

2.1.6.2 Having scaring 
dreams reliving 
miscarriage

2.1.7 
Loneliness

2.1.7.1 Being alone 
too often 2.1.7.2 Feeling empty

2.1.8 Burn out 2.1.8.1 Fear of failure 2.1.8.2 Overworking
2.1.8.3 
Overachieving

2.1.9 Peaking 
disorder

2.1.9.1 Overthinking 
everything

2.1.9.2 Pessimistic 
mindset

2.1.10 Suicidal 
thoughts

2.1.10.1 No other way 
out

2.1.11 
Experiencing 
crisis services

2.1.11.1 Being 
hospitalized

2.1.11.2 Can't do it 
alone anymore

2.1.12 Severe 
body 
insecurities

2.1.12.1 Eating 
disorder 2.1.12.2 Feeling fat 2.1.12.3 Feeling ugly 2.1.12.4 Bodyshame

2.2 Mental health 
emotions

2.2.1 Not 
understanding 
mental state 2.2.1.1 Feeling lost

2.2.1.2 Hard to talk 
about mental health

2.2.2 Own 
recognition of 
mental state

2.2.2.1 Recognizing 
triggers

2.2.2.2 Accepting bad 
days

2.2.2.3 Feeling bad 
is ok

2.2.3 
Experiencing 
dark days 2.2.3.1 Not feeling ok

2.2.4 Having 
no body trust

2.2.4.1 Struggle with 
'normal' health 2.2.4.2 Fear of dying

2.2.5 Self-
sabotaging

2.2.5.1 Negative 
thinking spiral 2.2.5.2 Body tricks you

2.2.6 
Paralyzing 
effect of bad 
mental state

2.2.6.1 Lying in bed all 
day 2.2.6.2 Feeling numb

2.2.6.3 Difficult to 
function

2.2.6.4 Feeling of 
just staying alive

2.2.6.5 Hard to keep 
up with life

Why?  3. Creating awareness among 
followers

3.1 Mental health 
help

3.1.1 
Professional 
help 3.1.1.1 Therapy 3.1.1.2 Psychologist 3.1.1.3 Support

3.1.2 Self help 3.1.2.1 Self care
3.1.2.2 Breathing 
exercises

3.1.2.3 Music 
therapy

3.1.3 Use of 
Medication 3.1.3.1 Antidepressiva

3.1.3.2 Prescription of 
medication

3.1.4 Social 
media advice

3.1.4.1 Depression 
advice

3.1.4.2 Self-esteem 
advice

3.1.4.3 Dealing 
with insecurities 
advice

3.1.5 Process 
of healing

3.1.5.1 Lessons 
learned 3.1.5.2 Getting life back 3.1.5.3 Acceptance

3.1.5.4 Feeling 
hopeful

3.2 Mental health 
information

3.2.1 Mental 
health 
importance

3.2.1.1 Collaboration 
posts with health 
institutes 3.2.1.2 Getting attention

3.2.1.3 Prevention 
days

3.2.1.4 Sharing 
information on world 
Mental Health day

3.2.2 Mental 
Health figures

3.2.2.1 Sharing 
mental health 
research

3.2.2.2 Too many 
depressed youths

3.2.2.3 Not enough 
help in the 
Netherlands

3.2.3 
Protecting 
mental health 
of followers

3.2.3.1 Gently address 
sensitive subjects

3.2.3.2 Social media 
impact on information 
sharing

3.2.5 Breaking 
the taboo 3.2.5.1 No shame

3.2.5.2 Normalising 
talking about mental 
health 3.2.5.3 Talk about it

3.2.5.4 Urging 
followers to keep 
talking 3.2.5.5 Speak up

How?  4. Embracing the ordinary
4.1 Picturing the 
'real' body 4.1.1 Showing real skin

4.1.1.1 
Challenging 
the beauty 
ideal of a clear 
skin

4.1.1.1.1 Showing skin 
flaws and 
imperfections

4.1.1.1.2 Not wearing 
make-up for photo's

4.1.1.1.3 Change 
the mindset

4.1.1.2 Close 
up photo's of 
skin

4.1.1.2.1 Bodily flaws: 
Stretchmarks, acne, 
uneven skin texture, 
scars, cellulite, skin 
irritation, body hair

4.1.2 Body position

4.1.2.1 
Normalizing 
the human 
body

4.1.2.1.1 The naked 
body

4.1.2.1.2 Emphasis on 
specific body parts

4.1.2.1.3 
Denouncing social 
norms

4.1.2.1.4 All body 
types!

4.1.2.1.5 Just your 
'average' woman

4.1.2.2 The 
impact of 
photo 
positioning

4.1.2.2.1 Capturing 
the moment

4.1.2.2.2 Shading from 
sun or lights

4.1.2.2.3 Butt 
squeeze

4.1.2.3 Selfies 4.1.2.3.1 Double chin
4.1.2.4 Body 
curves 4.1.2.4.1 Body rolls 4.1.2.4.2 Love handles

4.1.3 Showing emotion
4.1.3.1 Crying 
selfie

4.1.3.1.1 Seeing real 
tears

4.1.3.2 Not so 
charming 
selfies 4.1.3.2.1 Drunk selfie 4.1.3.2.2 Eating selfie

4.2 Mocking the 
Insta perfect life

4.2.1 Don't 
take yourself 
too seriously 4.2.1.1 Joking

4.2.1.2 Deliberately not 
depicting a picture 
perfect

4.2.2 Memes
4.2.2.1 Photo with 
funny caption

4.2.3 Picture 
comparison

4.2.3.1 Insta vs Reality 
photo's

4.2.3.2 Before vs After 
photo's

4.2.3.3 Two sides 
of a photo

4.2.3.4 Picture 
perspectives

4.2.4 Using 
photoshop

4.2.4.1 AI face 
generating

4.2.4.2 Experiencing 
with funny social media 
filters

4.2.4.3 
Experimenting with 
fake

4.2.4.4 Stock 
modelling

4.3 Body-positivity 
content

4.3.1 Body size 
doesn't matter

4.3.1.1 Fashion for 
everyone

4.3.1.2 Diversity in 
fashion industry

4.3.1.3 Plus size 
models

4.3.1.4 Wear what 
you want

4.3.1.5 Fat 
celebration

4.3.2 Body 
comfortability

4.3.2.1 Body 
confidence 4.3.2.2 Body acceptance

4.3.3 
Sensuality of 
the body 4.3.3.1 Sexiness 4.3.3.2 Model poses

4.3.3.3 Wearing 
lingerie or bikini 4.3.3.4 Divinity

4.3.3.5 Emphasis on 
buttocks and breasts

4.3.4 Self love 4.3.4.1 Love yourself
4.3.4.2 Be happy with 
your own body

4.3.4.3 Be your own 
muse

4.3.4.4 Body is your 
sanctuary

How? 5. Letting down the media mask
5.1 The young self 
talking

5.1.1 Photo as 
young girl

5.1.1.1 Comparisons 
photo's young and old 
self

5.1.2 Little 
girl's dream

5.1.2.1 Seemed 
impossible before

5.1.2.2 Young me would 
have never believed me

5.1.2.3 Reaction as 
young girl

5.1.3 Talking 
to younger or 
older self

5.1.3.1 Put into 
perspective

5.1.3.2 Sharing past 
experiences

5.1.3.3 Advice to 
young or old self

5.1.4 Future 
imagination

5.1.4.1 New chances 
in the future

5.1.4.2 Goals and 
mission

5.1.5 Growing 
up

5.1.5.1 Gained 
knowledge 5.1.5.2 Change

5.1.5.3 Body in 
progress

5.1.6 Teenage 
self

5.1.6.1 Teenager 
insecurities

5.1.6.2 Wanting to meet 
high expectations

5.2 Voicing 
negative feelings 
and insecurities 5.2.1 Negative feelings

5.2.1.1 Dealing 
with negative 
thoughts

5.2.1.1.1 Negative 
self-talk 5.2.1.1.2 Self-criticism

5.2.1.1.3 Feeling 
down and stressed

5.2.1.1.4 Being extra 
hard on yourself

5.2.1.2 Dealing 
with negative 
comments on 
social media

5.2.1.2.1 Criticism of 
followers

5.2.1.2.2 Opinions of 
others 5.2.1.2.3 Doubt

5.2.1.2.4 Words 
matter

5.2.1.2.5 Comments 
influence your mood

5.2.1.3 
Rollercoaster 
of emotions 5.2.1.3.1 Pain intensity 5.2.1.3.2 Out of control

5.2.1.3.3 Feeling 
overwhelmed

5.2.1.3.4 Heartbreak 
and loss

5.2.1.4 Scary 
to share 
feelings 5.2.1.4.1 Dare to post 5.2.1.4.2 So much to say

5.2.1.4.3 Feeling 
terrified

5.2.1.4.4 Writing 
about emotions can 
help

5.2.1.4.5 Being 
vulnerable

5.2.2 Insecurities
5.2.2.1 Bodily 
insecurities

5.2.2.1.1 Doubting the 
beauty of your own 
body

5.2.2.1.2 Sharing biggest 
insecurities

5.2.2.1.3 Dare to 
post insecurities

5.2.2.1.4 Feeling of 
not being good 
enough

5.2.2.2 Photo 
insecurities

5.2.2.2.1 Feeling ugly 
on photo's

5.2.2.2.2 Judging 
yourself online

5.2.2.3 Self-
hatred

5.2.2.3.1 Not 
comfortable in own 
body

5.2.2.3.2 Body is never 
good enough

5.2.3 The power of 
honesty

5.2.3.1 Being 
as open as 
possible 5.2.3.1.1 Vulnerability

5.2.3.1.2 Was not open 
before

5.2.3.2 Staying 
true to sharing 
your own 
thoughts 

5.2.3.2.1 Opinion 
sharing

How?  6. Confidential friendship connection 
with followers

6.1 Follower 
friendship

6.1.1 Emphasize bond 
and give advice

6.1.1.1 
Followers = 
friends

6.1.1.1.1 Talking to 
followers

6.1.1.1.2 Updating 
followers

6.1.1.1.3 Sharing 
personal life with 
followers

6.1.1.2 
Support system

6.1.1.2.1 
Asking/giving advice

6.1.1.2.2 Feeling of 
safety

6.1.1.2.3 Seeking 
recognition from 
favorite influencer

6.1.2 Emphasize 
qualities

6.1.2.1 Saying 
followers are 
doing great

6.1.2.1.1 You are 
unique

6.1.2.2 Love 
for followers 6.1.2.2.1 I love you 6.1.2.2.2 Love letter
6.1.2.3 
Expressing 
being proud

6.1.2.3.1 I am proud 
of you

6.1.3 Asking questions 
and affirmations

6.1.3.1 
Questions for 
and from 
followers

6.1.3.1.1 Discussing 
the day together

6.1.3.2 
Reminders 6.1.3.2.1 Don't forget 
6.1.3.3 
Inspirational 
quotes

6.1.3.3.1 Repeat after 
me

6.1.3.3.2 Today's 
affirmation

6.1.3.3.3 
Manifesting

6.2 Discussing 
media impact on 
their followers

6.2.2 Negative media 
impact

6.2.2.1 Social 
media is not 
reality 6.2.2.1.1 Feels fake

6.2.2.1.2 Only depicting 
the picture perfect

6.2.2.1.3 Striving to 
be perfect

6.2.2.1.4 Only 
stylized version of 
ourselves

6.2.2.1.5 
Unreachable 
examples

6.2.2.2 
Comparison 
culture on 
social media

6.2.2.2.1 Insecurities 
through comparison

6.2.2.2.2 Causing 
disorders like eating 
problems

6.2.2.2.3 Social 
media criticism

6.2.2.2.4 Chaning 
yourself because of 
social media

6.2.2.3 Social 
media 
brainwashed 

6.2.2.3.1 Always 
online 24/7

6.2.2.3.2 Causes one-
sided view of the world

6.2.2.3.3 Endlessly 
scrolling

6.2.2.4 Impact 
of social 
media on youth

6.2.2.4.1 Growing up 
with soical media

6.2.2.4.2 Later doubting 
digital footprint

6.2.2.4.3 Discussing 
safety of social 
media for youth

6.2.2.5 Toxic 
or only 
commercial 
content

6.2.2.5.1 Causes 
wrong expectations 

6.2.2.5.2 Impact of 
advertising

6.2.2.5.3 Difficult to 
filter the truth 

6.2.3 Positive media 
impact

6.2.3.1 Able to 
be an 
inspiration

6.2.3.1.1 Influencers 
have great reach and 
can cause positive 
impact

6.2.3.1.2 setting an 
example

6.2.3.2 Social 
media support

6.2.3.2.1 Connection 
between many people

6.2.3.2.2 Searching for 
recognition

6.2.3.2.3 Digital 
friends are also 
valuable

6.2.3.3 Endless 
stream of 
information 
available

6.2.3.3.1 Valuable 
information about 
sensitve topics

6.2.3.4 Way of 
expressing 
yourself

6.2.3.4.1 Escape from 
reality

6.3 The power of 
gratitude and 
togetherness 6.3.1 Gratitiude

6.3.1.1 
Thanking 
followers

6.3.1.1.1 A big hug for 
you 6.3.1.1.2 Appreciation

6.3.1.2 
Practicing 
gratitude

6.3.1.2.1 Be grateful 
for the little things

6.3.1.2.2 Expressing 
happiness

6.3.2 Togetherness
6.3.2.1 You are 
not alone

6.3.2.1.1 Sense of 
belonging

6.3.2.2 Talking 
in 'we'-form

6.3.2.2.1 We get 
through this together

Appendix B: Hierarchy table of the main codes and subcodes 
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Main category What, Why and How (Three main themes) Sub themes Subthemes 2nd layer Subcodes Subcodes 2nd layer Subcodes 2nd layer2 Subcodes 2nd layer3 Subcodes 2nd layer4 Subcodes 2nd layer5

1. Opening up about 
mental health

What? 2. Influencer's experiences with 
mental health issues

2.1 Mental health 
complaints

2.1.1 
Depression

2.1.1.1 Not feeling 
happy for weeks

2.1.1.2 Missing out on 
all the fun things in life

2.1.1.3 Social 
withdrawal

2.1.2 Low self-
esteem

2.1.2.1 Social 
insecurities

2.1.2.2 Dealing with 
break-up

2.1.2.3 Feeling 
unwanted or 
unworthy

2.1.3 Panic 
attacks 2.1.3.1 Can't breath

2.1.3.2 Life feels 
overwhelming

2.1.3.3 Feeling 
stressed

2.1.4 (Health) 
Anxiety 2.1.4.1 Built-up fear 2.1.4.2 Uneasiness

2.1.4.3 Living with 
constant fear in 
your head

2.1.5 Mental 
breakdowns

2.1.5.1 Crying being 
overwhelmed

2.1.5.2 Completely 
freaking out

2.1.6 Trauma 
after 
miscarriage

2.1.6.1 Scared for 
pregnancy

2.1.6.2 Having scaring 
dreams reliving 
miscarriage

2.1.7 
Loneliness

2.1.7.1 Being alone 
too often 2.1.7.2 Feeling empty

2.1.8 Burn out 2.1.8.1 Fear of failure 2.1.8.2 Overworking
2.1.8.3 
Overachieving

2.1.9 Peaking 
disorder

2.1.9.1 Overthinking 
everything

2.1.9.2 Pessimistic 
mindset

2.1.10 Suicidal 
thoughts

2.1.10.1 No other way 
out

2.1.11 
Experiencing 
crisis services

2.1.11.1 Being 
hospitalized

2.1.11.2 Can't do it 
alone anymore

2.1.12 Severe 
body 
insecurities

2.1.12.1 Eating 
disorder 2.1.12.2 Feeling fat 2.1.12.3 Feeling ugly 2.1.12.4 Bodyshame

2.2 Mental health 
emotions

2.2.1 Not 
understanding 
mental state 2.2.1.1 Feeling lost

2.2.1.2 Hard to talk 
about mental health

2.2.2 Own 
recognition of 
mental state

2.2.2.1 Recognizing 
triggers

2.2.2.2 Accepting bad 
days

2.2.2.3 Feeling bad 
is ok

2.2.3 
Experiencing 
dark days 2.2.3.1 Not feeling ok

2.2.4 Having 
no body trust

2.2.4.1 Struggle with 
'normal' health 2.2.4.2 Fear of dying

2.2.5 Self-
sabotaging

2.2.5.1 Negative 
thinking spiral 2.2.5.2 Body tricks you

2.2.6 
Paralyzing 
effect of bad 
mental state

2.2.6.1 Lying in bed all 
day 2.2.6.2 Feeling numb

2.2.6.3 Difficult to 
function

2.2.6.4 Feeling of 
just staying alive

2.2.6.5 Hard to keep 
up with life

Why?  3. Creating awareness among 
followers

3.1 Mental health 
help

3.1.1 
Professional 
help 3.1.1.1 Therapy 3.1.1.2 Psychologist 3.1.1.3 Support

3.1.2 Self help 3.1.2.1 Self care
3.1.2.2 Breathing 
exercises

3.1.2.3 Music 
therapy

3.1.3 Use of 
Medication 3.1.3.1 Antidepressiva

3.1.3.2 Prescription of 
medication

3.1.4 Social 
media advice

3.1.4.1 Depression 
advice

3.1.4.2 Self-esteem 
advice

3.1.4.3 Dealing 
with insecurities 
advice

3.1.5 Process 
of healing

3.1.5.1 Lessons 
learned 3.1.5.2 Getting life back 3.1.5.3 Acceptance

3.1.5.4 Feeling 
hopeful

3.2 Mental health 
information

3.2.1 Mental 
health 
importance

3.2.1.1 Collaboration 
posts with health 
institutes 3.2.1.2 Getting attention

3.2.1.3 Prevention 
days

3.2.1.4 Sharing 
information on world 
Mental Health day

3.2.2 Mental 
Health figures

3.2.2.1 Sharing 
mental health 
research

3.2.2.2 Too many 
depressed youths

3.2.2.3 Not enough 
help in the 
Netherlands

3.2.3 
Protecting 
mental health 
of followers

3.2.3.1 Gently address 
sensitive subjects

3.2.3.2 Social media 
impact on information 
sharing

3.2.5 Breaking 
the taboo 3.2.5.1 No shame

3.2.5.2 Normalising 
talking about mental 
health 3.2.5.3 Talk about it

3.2.5.4 Urging 
followers to keep 
talking 3.2.5.5 Speak up

How?  4. Embracing the ordinary
4.1 Picturing the 
'real' body 4.1.1 Showing real skin

4.1.1.1 
Challenging 
the beauty 
ideal of a clear 
skin

4.1.1.1.1 Showing skin 
flaws and 
imperfections

4.1.1.1.2 Not wearing 
make-up for photo's

4.1.1.1.3 Change 
the mindset

4.1.1.2 Close 
up photo's of 
skin

4.1.1.2.1 Bodily flaws: 
Stretchmarks, acne, 
uneven skin texture, 
scars, cellulite, skin 
irritation, body hair

4.1.2 Body position

4.1.2.1 
Normalizing 
the human 
body

4.1.2.1.1 The naked 
body

4.1.2.1.2 Emphasis on 
specific body parts

4.1.2.1.3 
Denouncing social 
norms

4.1.2.1.4 All body 
types!

4.1.2.1.5 Just your 
'average' woman

4.1.2.2 The 
impact of 
photo 
positioning

4.1.2.2.1 Capturing 
the moment

4.1.2.2.2 Shading from 
sun or lights

4.1.2.2.3 Butt 
squeeze

4.1.2.3 Selfies 4.1.2.3.1 Double chin
4.1.2.4 Body 
curves 4.1.2.4.1 Body rolls 4.1.2.4.2 Love handles

4.1.3 Showing emotion
4.1.3.1 Crying 
selfie

4.1.3.1.1 Seeing real 
tears

4.1.3.2 Not so 
charming 
selfies 4.1.3.2.1 Drunk selfie 4.1.3.2.2 Eating selfie

4.2 Mocking the 
Insta perfect life

4.2.1 Don't 
take yourself 
too seriously 4.2.1.1 Joking

4.2.1.2 Deliberately not 
depicting a picture 
perfect

4.2.2 Memes
4.2.2.1 Photo with 
funny caption

4.2.3 Picture 
comparison

4.2.3.1 Insta vs Reality 
photo's

4.2.3.2 Before vs After 
photo's

4.2.3.3 Two sides 
of a photo

4.2.3.4 Picture 
perspectives

4.2.4 Using 
photoshop

4.2.4.1 AI face 
generating

4.2.4.2 Experiencing 
with funny social media 
filters

4.2.4.3 
Experimenting with 
fake

4.2.4.4 Stock 
modelling

4.3 Body-positivity 
content

4.3.1 Body size 
doesn't matter

4.3.1.1 Fashion for 
everyone

4.3.1.2 Diversity in 
fashion industry

4.3.1.3 Plus size 
models

4.3.1.4 Wear what 
you want

4.3.1.5 Fat 
celebration

4.3.2 Body 
comfortability

4.3.2.1 Body 
confidence 4.3.2.2 Body acceptance

4.3.3 
Sensuality of 
the body 4.3.3.1 Sexiness 4.3.3.2 Model poses

4.3.3.3 Wearing 
lingerie or bikini 4.3.3.4 Divinity

4.3.3.5 Emphasis on 
buttocks and breasts

4.3.4 Self love 4.3.4.1 Love yourself
4.3.4.2 Be happy with 
your own body

4.3.4.3 Be your own 
muse

4.3.4.4 Body is your 
sanctuary

How? 5. Letting down the media mask
5.1 The young self 
talking

5.1.1 Photo as 
young girl

5.1.1.1 Comparisons 
photo's young and old 
self

5.1.2 Little 
girl's dream

5.1.2.1 Seemed 
impossible before

5.1.2.2 Young me would 
have never believed me

5.1.2.3 Reaction as 
young girl

5.1.3 Talking 
to younger or 
older self

5.1.3.1 Put into 
perspective

5.1.3.2 Sharing past 
experiences

5.1.3.3 Advice to 
young or old self

5.1.4 Future 
imagination

5.1.4.1 New chances 
in the future

5.1.4.2 Goals and 
mission

5.1.5 Growing 
up

5.1.5.1 Gained 
knowledge 5.1.5.2 Change

5.1.5.3 Body in 
progress

5.1.6 Teenage 
self

5.1.6.1 Teenager 
insecurities

5.1.6.2 Wanting to meet 
high expectations

5.2 Voicing 
negative feelings 
and insecurities 5.2.1 Negative feelings

5.2.1.1 Dealing 
with negative 
thoughts

5.2.1.1.1 Negative 
self-talk 5.2.1.1.2 Self-criticism

5.2.1.1.3 Feeling 
down and stressed

5.2.1.1.4 Being extra 
hard on yourself

5.2.1.2 Dealing 
with negative 
comments on 
social media

5.2.1.2.1 Criticism of 
followers

5.2.1.2.2 Opinions of 
others 5.2.1.2.3 Doubt

5.2.1.2.4 Words 
matter

5.2.1.2.5 Comments 
influence your mood

5.2.1.3 
Rollercoaster 
of emotions 5.2.1.3.1 Pain intensity 5.2.1.3.2 Out of control

5.2.1.3.3 Feeling 
overwhelmed

5.2.1.3.4 Heartbreak 
and loss

5.2.1.4 Scary 
to share 
feelings 5.2.1.4.1 Dare to post 5.2.1.4.2 So much to say

5.2.1.4.3 Feeling 
terrified

5.2.1.4.4 Writing 
about emotions can 
help

5.2.1.4.5 Being 
vulnerable

5.2.2 Insecurities
5.2.2.1 Bodily 
insecurities

5.2.2.1.1 Doubting the 
beauty of your own 
body

5.2.2.1.2 Sharing biggest 
insecurities

5.2.2.1.3 Dare to 
post insecurities

5.2.2.1.4 Feeling of 
not being good 
enough

5.2.2.2 Photo 
insecurities

5.2.2.2.1 Feeling ugly 
on photo's

5.2.2.2.2 Judging 
yourself online

5.2.2.3 Self-
hatred

5.2.2.3.1 Not 
comfortable in own 
body

5.2.2.3.2 Body is never 
good enough

5.2.3 The power of 
honesty

5.2.3.1 Being 
as open as 
possible 5.2.3.1.1 Vulnerability

5.2.3.1.2 Was not open 
before

5.2.3.2 Staying 
true to sharing 
your own 
thoughts 

5.2.3.2.1 Opinion 
sharing

How?  6. Confidential friendship connection 
with followers

6.1 Follower 
friendship

6.1.1 Emphasize bond 
and give advice

6.1.1.1 
Followers = 
friends

6.1.1.1.1 Talking to 
followers

6.1.1.1.2 Updating 
followers

6.1.1.1.3 Sharing 
personal life with 
followers

6.1.1.2 
Support system

6.1.1.2.1 
Asking/giving advice

6.1.1.2.2 Feeling of 
safety

6.1.1.2.3 Seeking 
recognition from 
favorite influencer

6.1.2 Emphasize 
qualities

6.1.2.1 Saying 
followers are 
doing great

6.1.2.1.1 You are 
unique

6.1.2.2 Love 
for followers 6.1.2.2.1 I love you 6.1.2.2.2 Love letter
6.1.2.3 
Expressing 
being proud

6.1.2.3.1 I am proud 
of you

6.1.3 Asking questions 
and affirmations

6.1.3.1 
Questions for 
and from 
followers

6.1.3.1.1 Discussing 
the day together

6.1.3.2 
Reminders 6.1.3.2.1 Don't forget 
6.1.3.3 
Inspirational 
quotes

6.1.3.3.1 Repeat after 
me

6.1.3.3.2 Today's 
affirmation

6.1.3.3.3 
Manifesting

6.2 Discussing 
media impact on 
their followers

6.2.2 Negative media 
impact

6.2.2.1 Social 
media is not 
reality 6.2.2.1.1 Feels fake

6.2.2.1.2 Only depicting 
the picture perfect

6.2.2.1.3 Striving to 
be perfect

6.2.2.1.4 Only 
stylized version of 
ourselves

6.2.2.1.5 
Unreachable 
examples

6.2.2.2 
Comparison 
culture on 
social media

6.2.2.2.1 Insecurities 
through comparison

6.2.2.2.2 Causing 
disorders like eating 
problems

6.2.2.2.3 Social 
media criticism

6.2.2.2.4 Chaning 
yourself because of 
social media

6.2.2.3 Social 
media 
brainwashed 

6.2.2.3.1 Always 
online 24/7

6.2.2.3.2 Causes one-
sided view of the world

6.2.2.3.3 Endlessly 
scrolling

6.2.2.4 Impact 
of social 
media on youth

6.2.2.4.1 Growing up 
with soical media

6.2.2.4.2 Later doubting 
digital footprint

6.2.2.4.3 Discussing 
safety of social 
media for youth

6.2.2.5 Toxic 
or only 
commercial 
content

6.2.2.5.1 Causes 
wrong expectations 

6.2.2.5.2 Impact of 
advertising

6.2.2.5.3 Difficult to 
filter the truth 

6.2.3 Positive media 
impact

6.2.3.1 Able to 
be an 
inspiration

6.2.3.1.1 Influencers 
have great reach and 
can cause positive 
impact

6.2.3.1.2 setting an 
example

6.2.3.2 Social 
media support

6.2.3.2.1 Connection 
between many people

6.2.3.2.2 Searching for 
recognition

6.2.3.2.3 Digital 
friends are also 
valuable

6.2.3.3 Endless 
stream of 
information 
available

6.2.3.3.1 Valuable 
information about 
sensitve topics

6.2.3.4 Way of 
expressing 
yourself

6.2.3.4.1 Escape from 
reality

6.3 The power of 
gratitude and 
togetherness 6.3.1 Gratitiude

6.3.1.1 
Thanking 
followers

6.3.1.1.1 A big hug for 
you 6.3.1.1.2 Appreciation

6.3.1.2 
Practicing 
gratitude

6.3.1.2.1 Be grateful 
for the little things

6.3.1.2.2 Expressing 
happiness

6.3.2 Togetherness
6.3.2.1 You are 
not alone

6.3.2.1.1 Sense of 
belonging

6.3.2.2 Talking 
in 'we'-form

6.3.2.2.1 We get 
through this together
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Main category What, Why and How (Three main themes) Sub themes Subthemes 2nd layer Subcodes Subcodes 2nd layer Subcodes 2nd layer2 Subcodes 2nd layer3 Subcodes 2nd layer4 Subcodes 2nd layer5

1. Opening up about 
mental health

What? 2. Influencer's experiences with 
mental health issues

2.1 Mental health 
complaints

2.1.1 
Depression

2.1.1.1 Not feeling 
happy for weeks

2.1.1.2 Missing out on 
all the fun things in life

2.1.1.3 Social 
withdrawal

2.1.2 Low self-
esteem

2.1.2.1 Social 
insecurities

2.1.2.2 Dealing with 
break-up

2.1.2.3 Feeling 
unwanted or 
unworthy

2.1.3 Panic 
attacks 2.1.3.1 Can't breath

2.1.3.2 Life feels 
overwhelming

2.1.3.3 Feeling 
stressed

2.1.4 (Health) 
Anxiety 2.1.4.1 Built-up fear 2.1.4.2 Uneasiness

2.1.4.3 Living with 
constant fear in 
your head

2.1.5 Mental 
breakdowns

2.1.5.1 Crying being 
overwhelmed

2.1.5.2 Completely 
freaking out

2.1.6 Trauma 
after 
miscarriage

2.1.6.1 Scared for 
pregnancy

2.1.6.2 Having scaring 
dreams reliving 
miscarriage

2.1.7 
Loneliness

2.1.7.1 Being alone 
too often 2.1.7.2 Feeling empty

2.1.8 Burn out 2.1.8.1 Fear of failure 2.1.8.2 Overworking
2.1.8.3 
Overachieving

2.1.9 Peaking 
disorder

2.1.9.1 Overthinking 
everything

2.1.9.2 Pessimistic 
mindset

2.1.10 Suicidal 
thoughts

2.1.10.1 No other way 
out

2.1.11 
Experiencing 
crisis services

2.1.11.1 Being 
hospitalized

2.1.11.2 Can't do it 
alone anymore

2.1.12 Severe 
body 
insecurities

2.1.12.1 Eating 
disorder 2.1.12.2 Feeling fat 2.1.12.3 Feeling ugly 2.1.12.4 Bodyshame

2.2 Mental health 
emotions

2.2.1 Not 
understanding 
mental state 2.2.1.1 Feeling lost

2.2.1.2 Hard to talk 
about mental health

2.2.2 Own 
recognition of 
mental state

2.2.2.1 Recognizing 
triggers

2.2.2.2 Accepting bad 
days

2.2.2.3 Feeling bad 
is ok

2.2.3 
Experiencing 
dark days 2.2.3.1 Not feeling ok

2.2.4 Having 
no body trust

2.2.4.1 Struggle with 
'normal' health 2.2.4.2 Fear of dying

2.2.5 Self-
sabotaging

2.2.5.1 Negative 
thinking spiral 2.2.5.2 Body tricks you

2.2.6 
Paralyzing 
effect of bad 
mental state

2.2.6.1 Lying in bed all 
day 2.2.6.2 Feeling numb

2.2.6.3 Difficult to 
function

2.2.6.4 Feeling of 
just staying alive

2.2.6.5 Hard to keep 
up with life

Why?  3. Creating awareness among 
followers

3.1 Mental health 
help

3.1.1 
Professional 
help 3.1.1.1 Therapy 3.1.1.2 Psychologist 3.1.1.3 Support

3.1.2 Self help 3.1.2.1 Self care
3.1.2.2 Breathing 
exercises

3.1.2.3 Music 
therapy

3.1.3 Use of 
Medication 3.1.3.1 Antidepressiva

3.1.3.2 Prescription of 
medication

3.1.4 Social 
media advice

3.1.4.1 Depression 
advice

3.1.4.2 Self-esteem 
advice

3.1.4.3 Dealing 
with insecurities 
advice

3.1.5 Process 
of healing

3.1.5.1 Lessons 
learned 3.1.5.2 Getting life back 3.1.5.3 Acceptance

3.1.5.4 Feeling 
hopeful

3.2 Mental health 
information

3.2.1 Mental 
health 
importance

3.2.1.1 Collaboration 
posts with health 
institutes 3.2.1.2 Getting attention

3.2.1.3 Prevention 
days

3.2.1.4 Sharing 
information on world 
Mental Health day

3.2.2 Mental 
Health figures

3.2.2.1 Sharing 
mental health 
research

3.2.2.2 Too many 
depressed youths

3.2.2.3 Not enough 
help in the 
Netherlands

3.2.3 
Protecting 
mental health 
of followers

3.2.3.1 Gently address 
sensitive subjects

3.2.3.2 Social media 
impact on information 
sharing

3.2.5 Breaking 
the taboo 3.2.5.1 No shame

3.2.5.2 Normalising 
talking about mental 
health 3.2.5.3 Talk about it

3.2.5.4 Urging 
followers to keep 
talking 3.2.5.5 Speak up

How?  4. Embracing the ordinary
4.1 Picturing the 
'real' body 4.1.1 Showing real skin

4.1.1.1 
Challenging 
the beauty 
ideal of a clear 
skin

4.1.1.1.1 Showing skin 
flaws and 
imperfections

4.1.1.1.2 Not wearing 
make-up for photo's

4.1.1.1.3 Change 
the mindset

4.1.1.2 Close 
up photo's of 
skin

4.1.1.2.1 Bodily flaws: 
Stretchmarks, acne, 
uneven skin texture, 
scars, cellulite, skin 
irritation, body hair

4.1.2 Body position

4.1.2.1 
Normalizing 
the human 
body

4.1.2.1.1 The naked 
body

4.1.2.1.2 Emphasis on 
specific body parts

4.1.2.1.3 
Denouncing social 
norms

4.1.2.1.4 All body 
types!

4.1.2.1.5 Just your 
'average' woman

4.1.2.2 The 
impact of 
photo 
positioning

4.1.2.2.1 Capturing 
the moment

4.1.2.2.2 Shading from 
sun or lights

4.1.2.2.3 Butt 
squeeze

4.1.2.3 Selfies 4.1.2.3.1 Double chin
4.1.2.4 Body 
curves 4.1.2.4.1 Body rolls 4.1.2.4.2 Love handles

4.1.3 Showing emotion
4.1.3.1 Crying 
selfie

4.1.3.1.1 Seeing real 
tears

4.1.3.2 Not so 
charming 
selfies 4.1.3.2.1 Drunk selfie 4.1.3.2.2 Eating selfie

4.2 Mocking the 
Insta perfect life

4.2.1 Don't 
take yourself 
too seriously 4.2.1.1 Joking

4.2.1.2 Deliberately not 
depicting a picture 
perfect

4.2.2 Memes
4.2.2.1 Photo with 
funny caption

4.2.3 Picture 
comparison

4.2.3.1 Insta vs Reality 
photo's

4.2.3.2 Before vs After 
photo's

4.2.3.3 Two sides 
of a photo

4.2.3.4 Picture 
perspectives

4.2.4 Using 
photoshop

4.2.4.1 AI face 
generating

4.2.4.2 Experiencing 
with funny social media 
filters

4.2.4.3 
Experimenting with 
fake

4.2.4.4 Stock 
modelling

4.3 Body-positivity 
content

4.3.1 Body size 
doesn't matter

4.3.1.1 Fashion for 
everyone

4.3.1.2 Diversity in 
fashion industry

4.3.1.3 Plus size 
models

4.3.1.4 Wear what 
you want

4.3.1.5 Fat 
celebration

4.3.2 Body 
comfortability

4.3.2.1 Body 
confidence 4.3.2.2 Body acceptance

4.3.3 
Sensuality of 
the body 4.3.3.1 Sexiness 4.3.3.2 Model poses

4.3.3.3 Wearing 
lingerie or bikini 4.3.3.4 Divinity

4.3.3.5 Emphasis on 
buttocks and breasts

4.3.4 Self love 4.3.4.1 Love yourself
4.3.4.2 Be happy with 
your own body

4.3.4.3 Be your own 
muse

4.3.4.4 Body is your 
sanctuary

How? 5. Letting down the media mask
5.1 The young self 
talking

5.1.1 Photo as 
young girl

5.1.1.1 Comparisons 
photo's young and old 
self

5.1.2 Little 
girl's dream

5.1.2.1 Seemed 
impossible before

5.1.2.2 Young me would 
have never believed me

5.1.2.3 Reaction as 
young girl

5.1.3 Talking 
to younger or 
older self

5.1.3.1 Put into 
perspective

5.1.3.2 Sharing past 
experiences

5.1.3.3 Advice to 
young or old self

5.1.4 Future 
imagination

5.1.4.1 New chances 
in the future

5.1.4.2 Goals and 
mission

5.1.5 Growing 
up

5.1.5.1 Gained 
knowledge 5.1.5.2 Change

5.1.5.3 Body in 
progress

5.1.6 Teenage 
self

5.1.6.1 Teenager 
insecurities

5.1.6.2 Wanting to meet 
high expectations

5.2 Voicing 
negative feelings 
and insecurities 5.2.1 Negative feelings

5.2.1.1 Dealing 
with negative 
thoughts

5.2.1.1.1 Negative 
self-talk 5.2.1.1.2 Self-criticism

5.2.1.1.3 Feeling 
down and stressed

5.2.1.1.4 Being extra 
hard on yourself

5.2.1.2 Dealing 
with negative 
comments on 
social media

5.2.1.2.1 Criticism of 
followers

5.2.1.2.2 Opinions of 
others 5.2.1.2.3 Doubt

5.2.1.2.4 Words 
matter

5.2.1.2.5 Comments 
influence your mood

5.2.1.3 
Rollercoaster 
of emotions 5.2.1.3.1 Pain intensity 5.2.1.3.2 Out of control

5.2.1.3.3 Feeling 
overwhelmed

5.2.1.3.4 Heartbreak 
and loss

5.2.1.4 Scary 
to share 
feelings 5.2.1.4.1 Dare to post 5.2.1.4.2 So much to say

5.2.1.4.3 Feeling 
terrified

5.2.1.4.4 Writing 
about emotions can 
help

5.2.1.4.5 Being 
vulnerable

5.2.2 Insecurities
5.2.2.1 Bodily 
insecurities

5.2.2.1.1 Doubting the 
beauty of your own 
body

5.2.2.1.2 Sharing biggest 
insecurities

5.2.2.1.3 Dare to 
post insecurities

5.2.2.1.4 Feeling of 
not being good 
enough

5.2.2.2 Photo 
insecurities

5.2.2.2.1 Feeling ugly 
on photo's

5.2.2.2.2 Judging 
yourself online

5.2.2.3 Self-
hatred

5.2.2.3.1 Not 
comfortable in own 
body

5.2.2.3.2 Body is never 
good enough

5.2.3 The power of 
honesty

5.2.3.1 Being 
as open as 
possible 5.2.3.1.1 Vulnerability

5.2.3.1.2 Was not open 
before

5.2.3.2 Staying 
true to sharing 
your own 
thoughts 

5.2.3.2.1 Opinion 
sharing

How?  6. Confidential friendship connection 
with followers

6.1 Follower 
friendship

6.1.1 Emphasize bond 
and give advice

6.1.1.1 
Followers = 
friends

6.1.1.1.1 Talking to 
followers

6.1.1.1.2 Updating 
followers

6.1.1.1.3 Sharing 
personal life with 
followers

6.1.1.2 
Support system

6.1.1.2.1 
Asking/giving advice

6.1.1.2.2 Feeling of 
safety

6.1.1.2.3 Seeking 
recognition from 
favorite influencer

6.1.2 Emphasize 
qualities

6.1.2.1 Saying 
followers are 
doing great

6.1.2.1.1 You are 
unique

6.1.2.2 Love 
for followers 6.1.2.2.1 I love you 6.1.2.2.2 Love letter
6.1.2.3 
Expressing 
being proud

6.1.2.3.1 I am proud 
of you

6.1.3 Asking questions 
and affirmations

6.1.3.1 
Questions for 
and from 
followers

6.1.3.1.1 Discussing 
the day together

6.1.3.2 
Reminders 6.1.3.2.1 Don't forget 
6.1.3.3 
Inspirational 
quotes

6.1.3.3.1 Repeat after 
me

6.1.3.3.2 Today's 
affirmation

6.1.3.3.3 
Manifesting

6.2 Discussing 
media impact on 
their followers

6.2.2 Negative media 
impact

6.2.2.1 Social 
media is not 
reality 6.2.2.1.1 Feels fake

6.2.2.1.2 Only depicting 
the picture perfect

6.2.2.1.3 Striving to 
be perfect

6.2.2.1.4 Only 
stylized version of 
ourselves

6.2.2.1.5 
Unreachable 
examples

6.2.2.2 
Comparison 
culture on 
social media

6.2.2.2.1 Insecurities 
through comparison

6.2.2.2.2 Causing 
disorders like eating 
problems

6.2.2.2.3 Social 
media criticism

6.2.2.2.4 Chaning 
yourself because of 
social media

6.2.2.3 Social 
media 
brainwashed 

6.2.2.3.1 Always 
online 24/7

6.2.2.3.2 Causes one-
sided view of the world

6.2.2.3.3 Endlessly 
scrolling

6.2.2.4 Impact 
of social 
media on youth

6.2.2.4.1 Growing up 
with soical media

6.2.2.4.2 Later doubting 
digital footprint

6.2.2.4.3 Discussing 
safety of social 
media for youth

6.2.2.5 Toxic 
or only 
commercial 
content

6.2.2.5.1 Causes 
wrong expectations 

6.2.2.5.2 Impact of 
advertising

6.2.2.5.3 Difficult to 
filter the truth 

6.2.3 Positive media 
impact

6.2.3.1 Able to 
be an 
inspiration

6.2.3.1.1 Influencers 
have great reach and 
can cause positive 
impact

6.2.3.1.2 setting an 
example

6.2.3.2 Social 
media support

6.2.3.2.1 Connection 
between many people

6.2.3.2.2 Searching for 
recognition

6.2.3.2.3 Digital 
friends are also 
valuable

6.2.3.3 Endless 
stream of 
information 
available

6.2.3.3.1 Valuable 
information about 
sensitve topics

6.2.3.4 Way of 
expressing 
yourself

6.2.3.4.1 Escape from 
reality

6.3 The power of 
gratitude and 
togetherness 6.3.1 Gratitiude

6.3.1.1 
Thanking 
followers

6.3.1.1.1 A big hug for 
you 6.3.1.1.2 Appreciation

6.3.1.2 
Practicing 
gratitude

6.3.1.2.1 Be grateful 
for the little things

6.3.1.2.2 Expressing 
happiness

6.3.2 Togetherness
6.3.2.1 You are 
not alone

6.3.2.1.1 Sense of 
belonging

6.3.2.2 Talking 
in 'we'-form

6.3.2.2.1 We get 
through this together
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Appendix C: Thema7c maps 
 
Appendix C1: Main category with the three themes 
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Appendix C1.1: First theme with subthemes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix C1.2: Second theme with subthemes 
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Appendix C1.3: Third theme with subthemes 
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Appendix D: In-text examples 

 

Note: The examples are listed in the same chronological order as they first appear in the 

results and conclusion chapter and have the same numbering as in the complete PDF data 

set. 

 

 
D4.24 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 96 

D4.1  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D4.5 
 
 



 97 

D3.31 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D1.22 
 
 
  



 98 

D1.30 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D3.19  
 
  



 99 

D4.20 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 100 

D3.22 
  



 101 

D4.25 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D4.26 
 
  



 102 

D3.8 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 103 

D1.18 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D4.33 
  



 104 

D2.7 
 



 105 

D1.42 
 
  



 106 

D1.25 
 



 107 

D2.26 
  



 108 

D3.34  



 109 

D2.27 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D2.13 
  



 110 

D1.21 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D4.16 
 
  



 111 

D2.40 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  



 112 

D4.35 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  



 113 

D4.29 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D1.35 
 
  



 114 

D2.36 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D3.4 
 
  



 115 

D1.46 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D1.43 
 
  



 116 

D4.39 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  



 117 

D3.10 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D3.16 
  



 118 

D2.43 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D4.10 
 
  



 119 

D1.44 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D4.14  
 
 
  
  



 120 

D3.17 
  



 121 

D2.2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D1.36 
 
  



 122 

D3.39 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D3.21 
  
  



 123 

D2.9 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 124 

D3.9 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D4.27 
  



 125 

 
D2.49 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D3.5 
 
  



 126 

D4.36 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 127 

D1.33  



 128 

D3.25   



 129 

D1.13 
 
 


