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“I used to be so much 

happier,” I groaned to my 

mom. She was on speaker 

phone back home in Iowa 

as I was flicking through my past  

Instagram posts. One in particular, 

from four years ago, snagged my  

attention. It was a candid shot of me 

and my ex in front of a waterfall in 

Pennsylvania’s Pocono Mountains. 

We were younger and superfit; I was 

laughing as he surprised me with  

a kiss on the cheek. My current rela-

tionship troubles, work stress, and 

tiny New York City apartment felt 

even worse in comparison. “What 

are you talking about?!” my mom 

asked. “You were way more stressed 

back then.” Huh? 

When I thought about it, though,  

I saw she was right. My then-boy-

friend and I were truly happy in the 

snapshot, but we also argued regu-

larly about our future. We could 

barely pay the bills and I was about 

to finish an internship, with no job 

in sight. That convo was a lightbulb 

moment for me: I realized I have a 

tendency to think of the past as bet-

ter than it really was. In some ways, 

it’s a blessing. I can reframe disap-

pointments, like a mistake at work, 

as learning experiences I’m proud 

of. The downside? When I swipe 

though snaps of myself traveling  

or running my first marathon,  

my current existence can feel like  

a big womp womp. 

Viewing history through rose-

colored glasses (or Insta filters) is 

common, and our increasingly  

online-chronicled lives can heighten 

that tendency, says New York City 

psychologist Chloe Carmichael, 

PhD, a WH advisory board member. 

“People look back at friends they’ve 

lost touch with, fun experiences, or 

previous accomplishments and miss 

those days.” There’s nothing wrong 

with that. In fact, a twinge of nostal-

Fact: Comparing yourself to others’ polished posts can  
make you feel inadequate. But so can scrolling your  
own pics! Here’s how WH associate editor Kristin Canning 
learned to squash self-critique and reclaim her feed. 
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gia can actually serve as motiva-

tion to do what the old you seemed 

so happy about, Carmichael says. 

Seeing yourself surrounded by 

college girlfriends might move  

you to join a club to meet new  

people. Images from a past trip 

might nudge you to book another 

dream vacation. 

But issues can crop up if you 

consider those good-time photo-

graphs to be the whole picture. 

“Our feeds show an idealized ver-

sion of ourself that we chose to 

share at that time, without con-

text,” says Karen North, PhD, a 

clinical professor of communica-

tion at the University of Southern 

California’s Annenberg School.

I’ve always been able to brush 

off jealousy over others’ seeming-

ly perfect posts by reminding  

myself that they are often heavily 

edited versions of reality. But 

with my own pics, I know those 

moments were real. I was that 

happier, fitter, more successful 

person—at least some of the time. 

“It’s easy to forget that our own 

photos are curated, because we 

have such strong memories at-

tached to them,” says Carmichael. 

And that powerful emotional 

connection can produce pressure 

to re-create those moments in a 

way that glam pics from a friend 

or influencer can’t.

But posting only sad sweat-

pants selfies to protect your 

future feelings isn’t the answer, 

notes North. (After all, most of us 

need to maintain some privacy 

and appeal to employers!) The key 

is being more conscious of what 

you’re really looking at when you 

glance through your highlight 

reel. Our experts recommend 

these simple strategies to counter 

any not-so-positive social media 

viewing habits. Now I use them  

REAL VS. INSTA

A growing number of celebs and influencers  
are posting glimpses of the not-so-perfect reality behind 

their photos, helping to normalize different body 
 types, mental health struggles, and even day-to-day 

stress. Which is awesome. But remember,  
you’re still seeing people’s “best worst self,” says North. 

That can spark comparisons and leave you  
feeling inferior. Again, mindfulness is the key. Only  

follow people if they make you feel good!

to scroll sans stress, reminding 

myself that while the past was 

great, it definitely wasn’t Insta-

perfect. And that’s okay. 

Question Your Motives
Do a quick check-in with yourself 

before looking back. If your goal  

is to reflect on happy times, go for  

it, says North. If I’m in a strong  

mental place, posts that remind  

me of moments when I was smiley 

and enjoying accomplishments 

spark positive energy I can channel 

into the present. But I avoid the 

phone if I’m feeling anxious or 

down: “Searching for confirmation 

that life isn’t as good as it was  

before is an unhealthy thinking 

pattern,” says North. Noted!

Ask “What Else Was  
Going On?”
If an image from when you were 

crushing life makes your current 

situation pale in comparison,  

remind yourself of the big picture, 

says North. As I discovered when 

viewing that photo of my ex  

and me hiking, reflecting on the full 

spectrum of emotions you felt at  

the time the snapshot was captured 

can help you keep perspective. 

Develop a Mantra
When going over my feed sparks 

self-judgment, I silently repeat this 

phrase: Instagram is a résumé,  

not a diary. It’s missing important, 

tough, and private parts of my  

life. “Just being conscious of that 

can give you a much more realistic  

perspective,” says Carmichael. 

Hit “Hide”
It’s okay to edit your past social me-

dia if it’s making you feel like crap.  

If you’re struggling to bring the reali-

ty of, say, an old relationship into  

focus, grant yourself permission to 

archive photos of your ex until you 

feel less distress, says North.

Give Yourself a  
Reality Check
It’s normal to want to share your 

good angles in the best lighting, but 

that also means past posts can dis-

tort your current body image, says 

Carmichael. If I catch myself com-

paring my physique now to the one 

on my filtered feed, I go through the 

unposted and, yes, occasionally  

unflattering photos from the same 

time. It’s a good reminder that I was 

not impeccably sculpted mere 

months ago—nor am I a mess today. 


