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INTRODUCTION
Instagram (Menlo Park, CA) is a prominent visual 

social media platform with more than 143 million users 
in the United States as of 2023.1 Instagram’s visual focus 
lends itself well to sharing visual results, and as such, may 
be influential for those undergoing plastic surgery. This 
platform can serve as a 2-way access point that allows sur-
geons to advertise and patients to learn more about their 
surgeon.2–5 Previous studies indicate that patients utilize 
social media when performing their own research on 
plastic surgery.2,6–9 Instagram is a powerful social media 
platform with a tremendous potential for marketing and 
as such is a major focus for advertisement across business 
sectors, markets, and consumer age groups.

There has been an increase in the rates of cosmetic 
and aesthetic surgery, following the increase of remote 
working and video calls.7,10 According to the American 
Society of Plastic Surgeons (ASPS) 2022 Plastic Surgery 
Statistics Data, there has been a notable 19% increase in 
cosmetic surgery performed between 2019 and 2022.10 
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This substantial increase is indicative of plastic surgery’s 
high demand, and as such, there exists a strong motiva-
tion for many within medicine to offer cosmetic proce-
dures or surgery. Despite this increase in cosmetic surgery, 
the number of training positions within plastic surgery has 
remained stable, propagating the nationwide shortage of 
plastic surgeons.11,12

The scope of plastic surgery, including both aesthetic 
and reconstructive procedures, has traditionally been per-
formed by plastic surgeons in the United States.13 Facial 
plastic surgery and oculoplastic surgery are subspecial-
ties stemming from otolaryngology and ophthalmology, 
respectively.14,15 These subspecialties allow trained special-
ists to perform cosmetic procedures within their area of 
expertise. However, there exists a burgeoning group of 
physicians and nonphysicians conducting cosmetic and 
aesthetic procedures outside their scope of training.16,17 
A myriad of individuals across most specialties have been 
implicated in this, as demonstrated in prior studies.17,18 It 
is unsafe for those without formal training in plastic sur-
gery to perform plastic surgery and/or pose as a plastic 
surgeon. Within, we review the Instagram presence of self-
ascribed plastic surgeons in the United States to identify 
potential misinformation and dishonest advertising. We 
sought to evaluate which of these clinicians were practic-
ing outside their scope of practice. This is the first study to 
examine the qualifications of surgeons in the US market-
ing themselves as plastic surgeons on Instagram.

METHODS
This study was institutional review board–exempt, as 

publicly available data was accessed. Inflact is an open 
access web-based marketing tool that was used to search 
Instagram for accounts.19 Queries through the Instagram 
application itself are limited to only 60 results. Inflact was 
queried for the search terms: “plastic surgeon,” “plastic 
surgery,” “plastic and reconstructive surgeon,” “plastic 
and reconstructive surgery,” “aesthetic surgeon,” “aes-
thetic surgery,” “cosmetic surgeon,” and “cosmetic sur-
gery.” A total of 3314 Instagram accounts were identified 
in January 2023, and a systematic search on Instagram was 
performed from January to February 2023.

Accounts were excluded if they were not in English, 
were outside of practice in the United States, were non-
physicians, or were trainees. Instagram account informa-
tion collected included handle, full name, sex, number of 
followers, and number following. Each physician’s educa-
tion and training history were ascertained using informa-
tion on Instagram and Google searches of each physician. 
Posts and website links were reviewed to determine ser-
vices offered, if an open pricing scheme was available, and 
whether injectable treatments were offered. Procedures 
considered with an increased risk included Brazilian butt 
lift, tummy tuck/abdominoplasty, body lift, and liposuc-
tion due to their well-established heightened and poten-
tially severe complications.20–22 American Board of Plastic 
Surgery (ABPS) certification status was verified using the 
ABPS website board certification verification search.13 
Three reviewers independently produced raw data for 

each physician, including board certification status and 
scope of practice. A fourth reviewer analyzed each list for 
inclusion and exclusion criteria. Physicians who appeared 
more than once were used only once in the analysis. All 
nonboard-certified “plastic surgeons” had their training 
qualifications reviewed. Descriptive statistics and inde-
pendent samples t tests were conducted using Microsoft 
Excel (Seattle, WA) and Statistical Package for the Social 
Science (Armonk, NY) with a predetermined level of sta-
tistical significance at a P value less than 0.05.

RESULTS
In total, 1399 physicians practicing within the United 

States were identified. Within this group, 1292 physicians 
attended medical school in the United States (93%). 
A minority (14%, 193 physicians) received integrated 
plastic surgery training in the United States, whereas 
796 (57%) attended general surgery residency training 
in the United States followed by 704 (50%) who com-
pleted independent plastic surgery residency in the 
United States. The discrepancy of 92 physicians repre-
sents general surgeons who self-advertised as a plastic/
aesthetic/cosmetic surgeon without having completed a 
residency in plastic surgery. Altogether, 1141 individuals 
were explicitly listed as “plastic surgeons” on Instagram, 
nearly a quarter of these (325 individuals, 28%) were not 
certified by the ABPS, and nearly a fifth (251 individuals, 
22%) received no training in plastic surgery. We identi-
fied 3 plastic surgeons who had their board certification 
suspended (Table 1; Fig. 1).

A total of 171 physicians were listed as facial plastic 
surgeons, and one-third (95 individuals, 56%) iden-
tified themselves as a “plastic surgeon”; however, only 
20% were trained in plastic surgery (10 integrated, 24 
independent) and only 29 (17%) were board certified in 
plastic surgery. A total of 40 oculoplastic surgeons were 
identified, of which nearly half (19 individuals, 48%) 
identified themselves as a “plastic surgeon,” whereas 
none had completed training in plastic surgery, and 
none were board certified in plastic surgery. A total of 
118 aesthetic/cosmetic surgeons were identified, and 
nearly half (55 physicians, 47%) identified themselves 
as a “plastic surgeon.” Of this group, only 12 (10%) 

Takeaways
Question: Are self-ascribed “plastic surgeons” on 
Instagram actually plastic surgeons?

Findings: A review of those listed as plastic surgeons on 
Instagram found that nearly a third of physicians were not 
board certified by the American Board of Plastic Surgery. 
Over a fifth of physicians had no training in plastic sur-
gery whatsoever.

Meaning: An inaccuracy in those who identify as plastic 
surgeons on Instagram is unsafe for patients and is det-
rimental to the reputation of plastic surgery. Advocacy 
efforts to broaden awareness and enable action are 
needed.
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received training in plastic surgery, and 7 (6%) were 
board-certified plastic surgeons (Table 1).

Most accounts (51%) self-reported the sex of the phy-
sician, with 109 reported as female and 581 reported as 
male. In total, 1261 (91%) advertised injectables on their 
Instagram page and 156 (11%) provided information 
about the cost of the procedures they provide. Board-
certified plastic surgeons were more likely to advertise 
injectables (95%) compared with non–plastic surgery 

board-certified physicians (90%) (P = 0.003). Those who 
were non–plastic surgery board-certified were more likely 
to advertise procedures with known increased complica-
tion rates (74%) compared with board-certified plastic 
surgeons (40%) (P < 0.001). Nonboard-certified “plastic 
surgeons” (53,478 followers) and aesthetic/cosmetic sur-
geons (76,379 followers) had more followers than board-
certified plastic surgeons (32,224 followers) on average  
(P = 0.009 and P < 0.001, respectively) (Table 2).

Table 1. The Total Number of US Physicians Identified, Stratified by Training, Listing as a “Plastic Surgeon,” and Board  
Certification Status

Total Listed as Plastic Surgeon (%) Board Certified in Plastic Surgery (%)

All US physicians 1399 1141 (82) 818 (72)
Integrated plastic surgery training 193 193 (100) 166 (86)
Independent plastic surgery training 704 699 (99) 639 (91)
General surgery training 796 753 (95) 626 (79)
Otolaryngology training 168 100 (60) 17 (10)
Ophthalmology 42 19 (45) 0 (0)
Aesthetic/cosmetic surgery 118 55 (47) 12 (0)
Bariatric surgery training 1 0 (0) 0 (0)
OMFS/dentistry training 14 5 (36) 2 (14)
Dermatology training 72 7 (10) 0 (0)
Hair transplant 2 1 (50) 0 (0)
OBGYN training 24 9 (38) 0 (0)
Pain management training 1 0 (0) 0 (0)
Vascular surgery training 3 1 (33) 0 (0)
OBGYN, obstetrics and gynecology; OMFS, oral and maxillofacial surgery.

Fig. 1. Composition of training history of US physicians and their status of board certification in plastic 
surgery. Other training pathways included dermatology, obstetrics and gynecology, oral maxillofacial 
surgery/dentistry, aesthetic/cosmetic surgery, medicine, hair transplantation, pain management, and 
vascular surgery.
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DISCUSSION
Instagram is a high-traffic online platform with a wide 

breadth of reach. It is being used by plastic surgeons to 
advertise online.23,24 Our study reveals that nearly one-
third of physicians advertising as plastic, aesthetic, or 
cosmetic surgeons on Instagram lack ABPS board cer-
tification, and nearly one-fifth are not trained in plastic 
surgery. This discrepancy poses a significant concern for 
the online presence of plastic surgeons, as misrepresenta-
tion is inappropriate and potentially harmful to patients. 
These levels of misidentification are unacceptable, espe-
cially considering that the terminology used to describe 
surgeon certifications can be complicated and confusing 
to patients.17,25–27 This highlights the unreliability of infor-
mation on Instagram.

Prospective patients may encounter those who self-
promote as plastic surgeons without appropriate board 
certification. Previous studies have reported that board 
certification is the most important factor for patients 
selecting an aesthetic surgeon.28,29 However, patients may 
be misled by the myriad of non–Accreditation Council for 
Graduate Medical Education board-certified specialties 
such as the American Board of Cosmetic Surgery and the 
American Board of Aesthetic Medicine.30,31 These non-
Accreditation Council For Graduate Medical Education–
accredited boards mislead patients and are detrimental 
to patients. Nonboard-certified “plastic surgeons” could 
subject patients to unsafe practices, resulting in adverse 
outcomes.32,33 This is also damaging to the reputation of 
plastic surgery, as nonoptimal outcomes would be more 
likely achieved without adequate and safe training in plas-
tic surgery. Regardless of the outcome, misidentifying one-
self as a physician of a different specialty is misleading and 
manipulative to patients.

The composition of nonplastic surgeons included phy-
sicians such as general surgeons, obstetrics and gynecolo-
gists, dermatologists, otolaryngologists, ophthalmologists, 
oral surgeons and dentists, vascular surgeons, and internal 
medicine physicians. Although these inconsistencies are 
present on social media, they have also been identified on 
hospital websites.34,35 As explored in Table 1, there is a large 
discrepancy between those listed as plastic surgeons and 
those who are board certified in plastic surgery. This dis-
honest advertising is detrimental to our patients and the 
reputation of plastic surgery. Awareness of such misleading 
classifications by plastic surgeons, patients, practice own-
ers, and hospital systems can help mitigate this potentially 

adverse reality.36,37 Research has consistently emphasized 
the importance of board certification and surgeon quali-
fications in patient selection.28,29 Current advocacy initia-
tives have focused on discouraging misidentification and 
educating patients on the dangers of misinformation.17,18,38 
The American Medical Association has been encourag-
ing the use of “truth-in-advertising laws,” which only allow 
board-certified physicians to label themselves as such and 
mandate plastic surgery ads to display the practitioner’s 
training level.38 However, the effectiveness of these in 
decreasing misrepresentation has yet to be demonstrated.38

There exists a minority of physicians who received 
training in plastic surgery but are not ABPS-certified. This 
can be explained in part by those who are board eligible 
or have allowed their certification to expire. Three plas-
tic surgeons identified had their ABPS board certification 
suspended but still maintained Instagram accounts. This 
may be indicative of continued active practice.

It is concerning that nonboard-certified surgeons 
appear to advertise procedures with an increased risk (lipo-
suction, abdominoplasty, Brazilian butt lift) compared 
with board-certified plastic surgeons.39 Board-certified 
plastic surgeons are the best equipped to perform such 
operations, and despite advanced training, these proce-
dures maintain significant complication potential.20–22 
Performance of these procedures by nonboard-certified 
surgeons may place patients at increased and unneces-
sary risk. It is also notable that nonboard-certified “plastic 
surgeons” and aesthetic/cosmetic surgeons had more fol-
lowers on average than board-certified plastic surgeons. 
Accounts with larger follower counts are more likely to 
appear in patient searches, influenced by Instagram’s 
search algorithms.40 This posits a serious conundrum in 
our increasingly online-driven society.

This study raises the question of whether plastic sur-
geons should advocate for stricter penalties for those mis-
representing themselves. There is no assurance that state 
boards will consistently enforce penalties, nor are there 
clear provisions outlining the extent of these penalties.38 
In a manner akin to the ASPS’s “Find a Surgeon” tool, we 
may consider creating a platform to publicly list Instagram 
accounts misrepresented within plastic surgery. This could 
even be translated to an ASPS-specific verification tool for 
plastic surgery accounts.

This study is the first to broadly assess the issue of 
misrepresentation of plastic surgeons on the Instagram 
app. This study has limitations, including its retrospective 

Table 2. Comparison Between Varying Physician Groups and Number of Instagram Posts and Followers 

Individual Categorization Number
Mean Cumulative  

No. Posts (SD)
P value  

No. Posts
Mean No.  

Followers (SD)
P value  

No. Followers

Board-certified plastic surgeons 818 864 (955) 1.0 32,224 (101,714) 1.0
Nonplastic surgery board-certified physicians 581 866 (950) 0.95 45,042 (155,809) 0.07
Nonboard-certified “plastic surgeons” 325 993 (1069) 0.047 53,478 (162,928) 0.009
Facial plastic surgeons 171 706 (720) 0.04 26,667 (75,935) 0.50
Oculoplastic surgeons 40 658 (501) 0.18 15,464 (33,326) 0.30
Aesthetic/cosmetic surgeons 118 890 (892) 0.77 76,379 (249,132) <0.001
Other physicians 286 954 (1092) 0.19 45,766 (141,666) 0.08
Independent sample t tests determined significance against board-certified plastic surgeons.
Values in boldface are statistically significant.
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nature. It is possible that our search criteria may not have 
been comprehensive enough, potentially missing accounts 
using unconventional fonts, emojis, or languages other 
than English to identify themselves. We used a third-party 
search system which may not identify every account under 
the aforementioned search criteria. Also, this study is sub-
ject to selection bias, as the search results of Instagram 
accounts may not accurately represent the true popula-
tion of surgeons operating in the United States.

CONCLUSIONS
There is a significant number of physicians who are 

using Instagram to advertise themselves as plastic surgeons 
while performing plastic surgery without a board certifica-
tion by the ABPS. This group is the minority. However, 
their Instagram presence is greater, suggesting that they 
may be more visible options for patients. We advocate for 
the standardization of training in plastic surgery to pro-
mote patient safety.
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