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Abstract

Between document leaks, various court cases, and pending social media legislation, the
conversation on how to regulate social media companies continues to gain traction. Currently,
much of this conversation revolves around the protection of social media users and the liability
social media companies should face. Most recently, that has appeared in the news via a Supreme
Court ruling on social media platforms’ liability for algorithmic suggested content, as well as
budding legislation around the protection of younger social media users.

This study contributes to this conversation by looking at the user protection aspect of it. Using 18
to 22-year-old, American Instagram users as the study population, the study investigates how to
limit negative platform effects for such users, and consequently, better their overall, user
experience. Utilizing an anthropological identity framework, the study primarily focuses on the
platform-user relationship dynamic as a means of solving this problem. The study of this
dynamic is approached via a general survey, a series of initial interviews, a journaling and
intervention period, and a series of exit interviews.

Ultimately, the study recommends two Instagram specific policies and one federal level policy to

better the overall user experience. These recommendations pertain to time cognizance and
control, customization of the user interface, and the guidance of online conduct.
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Executive Summary

In the context of rapidly evolving social media legislation and growing concerns over user
mental health, this study addresses a crucial and timely issue by investigating the effects of
Instagram on its users, specifically focusing on potential dynamics leading to negative mental
health impacts. The study is rooted in the hypothesis that a user’s expectation of connection on
Instagram may be the primary cause of underlying negative mental health effects. To explore
this, the research delves into how and why people interact on Instagram, the platform's influence
on these interactions, and potential changes to enhance these interactions.

The target demographic of 18 to 22-year-olds was selected due to their perceived vulnerability,
including their susceptibility to peer influence and their legal adult status. The data collection
was systematically divided into four primary phases:

1. General Survey: To establish baseline perceptions of Instagram among this age group,
analyzed through statistical distributions and trends.

2. Initial Interviews: To further explore identified dynamics from the survey, employing
demographic-based trend analysis.

3. Journaling and Intervention: To test Instagram's role on participants’ experiences,
supplemented by reflective journaling.

4. Exit Interviews: To gather feedback on the interventions and overall study, analyzed in
conjunction with initial interviews and journaling data.

Findings reveal two predominant negative dynamics. First, participants identified Instagram's
culture as artificial, often described as "fake" or "not real life." Awareness of this culture served
as a significant buffer against adverse effects. Second, participants experienced distractions and
impediments from Instagram, including addictive aspects and intrusive content placement. Tools
to manage time on Instagram were found to be highly beneficial.

Based on these findings, the study offers three key recommendations:

A. Introduce App Visit Count: To enhance user control over time usage, in alignment with
Instagram's existing features.

B. Allow User Interface Customization: To minimize distractions and enhance content
accessibility, including options to alter format placement, reinstate a chronological news
feed, and create user-friendly mechanisms for algorithm feedback.

Xiii



C. Establish a U.S. Digital Competency Framework: To guide social media users in
responsible online conduct, inspired by the European Union's approach, and linked to the
broader findings on platform-user interaction.

The study’s conclusion emphasizes that the expectation of connection appears to be more of a
platform-to-user issue for this age cohort, rather than peer-to-peer. The term 'platform-to-user
issue' refers to problems originating from the design, functionality, or policies of the platform
itself, rather than interactions between individual users. In this context, it emphasizes that the
expectations and subsequent mental health impacts are more related to how Instagram as a
platform engages with and influences its users, rather than how the users interact with one

another.
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1. Introduction

During the last week of September 2022, a Meta executive was asked if her company contributed
to the death of a 14-year-old girl.! That girl’s name was Molly Russell, and in her British court
case, the coroner ultimately ruled that Instagram contributed to her death. That death occurred
via “self-harm.”

Now, by no means is this meant to stipulate that Instagram is a terrible platform, nor that every
Instagram user is bound to have the same experience. Instead, I point to such an event as a segue
to a broader conversation on social media, platform-user relationships, and the effects platforms
have on their users. Indeed, while much nuance might exist on the significance of platform
effects for each user, I think the extremes show that for some users, these effects are both
detrimental, as well as not limited to a singular platform. One must look no farther than the
Molly Russell court case to see that Pinterest — another social media platform — also appeared in
the coroner’s investigation.® Other platforms, such as TikTok, have also made similar headlines.*

In my research, I have elected to focus solely on Instagram’s platform-user effects rather than the
entire social media space at large. Part of this is due to my own limitations as a budding, doctoral
researcher. Part of this is also because of how much limelight Instagram has faced. Between
events such as the Molly Russell case, to the internal leaks about Instagram’s effects on teenage
girls,’ to President Joe Biden alluding to Instagram in his FY2022 State of the Union address,®
the time to contribute to the discussion is opportune. Moreover, the current state of our federal,

I Adam Satariano, “British Ruling Pins Blame on Social Media for Teenager’s Suicide,” The New York Times, October
1, 2022, 6.

2 ] use “self-harm” as this is the term the British coroner used. The above article notes that he didn’t officially
classify her death as suicide. Rather, he stated that the internet “affected her mental health in a negative way and
contributed to her death in a more than minimal way.”

3 Joshua Zitser, “Father Condemns ‘life-Sucking Content’ on Instagram and Pinterest after Landmark Ruling
Implicates Social Media in Self-Harm Death of 14-Year-OId Girl,” Insider, October 1, 2022, 10.

4 See: Michael Levenson and April Rubin, “Parents Sue TikTok, Saying Children Died After Viewing ‘Blackout
Challenge,”” The New York Times, n.d., 2.

3 Siva Vaidhyanathan, “Leaks Just Exposed How Toxic Facebook and Instagram Are to Teen Girls and, Well,
Everyone,” The Guardian, September 18, 2021.

6 See: “Remarks of President Joe Biden - State of the Union Address As Prepared for Delivery” (United States
Capitol, March 1, 2022), https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/03/01/remarks-of-
president-joe-biden-state-of-the-union-address-as-delivered/.


https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/03/01/remarks-of-president-joe-biden-state-of-the-union-address-as-delivered/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/03/01/remarks-of-president-joe-biden-state-of-the-union-address-as-delivered/

social media regulation, also makes the timing quite pertinent — especially with discussions
around Section 230 now arising to the forefront.”®

General aims and research questions

Already, research studies have reported on the correlation between use of Instagram and the likes
of well-being, depression, anxiety, alcohol and drug use, and body image and eating disorders.’
In my research, I wanted to add to the social media effects literature by studying how people’s
expectation of connection on Instagram influences their mental health. Specifically, I
hypothesize that the unfulfillment of this expectation is a primary driver of negative mental
health effects amongst younger Instagram users.

To test this hypothesis, I focused on the relationship dynamics between Instagram and its users,
to include both how people interact and seek connection through Instagram, as well as how
Instagram drives that connection and experience. This is framed as four, primary objectives:

1. To understand young adult relationship dynamics with Instagram. This ranges from how
users seek to use Instagram, to what users expect from the platform, to how they interact
with other users on the platform, to how Instagram makes them feel.

2. To identify problems in the Instagram platform — user relationship. This is an extension
of the first objective, where users’ experiences will be used to highlight underlying trends
and dynamics.

3. To develop and test interventions that may better the overall user experience. This
outlines an intervention phase, where my research framework hypotheses could be tested.

4. To craft policy recommendations based on the results. This ties the research results to the
idea of a policy specific outcome, with the audience of that policy being determined from
the research results.

I then crafted these into three, corresponding research questions.

7 A prime example of this discussion comes in the form of Gonzales v. Google. For an overview of the case’s
implications, see: Tate Ryan-Mosley, “How the Supreme Court Ruling on Section 230 Could End Reddit as We Know
It,” MIT Technology Review, Tech Policy, February 1, 2023,
https://www.technologyreview.com/2023/02/01/1067520/supreme-court-section-230-gonzalez-reddit/.

8 «Section 230" references Section 230 of the Communications and Decency Act of 1996. In most recent times,
Section 230c has arisen to much public discussion, as it effectively shields social media companies from liability for
any content published on their platforms. This legislation arises from the early days of the internet, where not having
such protection would have effectively made the internet impossible to develop to its current state (i.e., internet sites
would have been taken down with lawsuits almost as fast as they were put up). For the official language of Section
230, see: https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/47/230.

° Fora compilation of some of these research efforts, see: Lien Faelens et al., “The Relationship between Instagram
Use and Indicators of Mental Health: A Systematic Review,” Computers in Human Behavior Reports 4 (August
2021): 100121, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chbr.2021.100121.


https://www.technologyreview.com/2023/02/01/1067520/supreme-court-section-230-gonzalez-reddit/
https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/47/230
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chbr.2021.100121

1. How do young adult users interact with Instagram?

2. What are some of Instagram’s shortcomings as reported by users? What are some
candidate interventions that might be helpful in addressing some of these shortcomings?

3. How might some of these interventions be implemented to address some of the user
concerns? What kind of policies might be implemented to help support or enable some of
these interventions?

Research design and document overview

The research is executed using American, 18-to-22-year-old Instagram users as the study
population. This is done for three primary reasons, to include United States relevance for any
policy recommendations, the use of current Instagram users for understanding the current
platform-to-user relationship, and the population’s perceived vulnerability towards connection
mental health effects. The recruitment of this population type is executed via the researcher-

participant platform, Prolific.!%!!

With regards to the document’s layout, this report begins with the study’s framework in Chapter
2. This chapter details the anthropological underpinnings of the study’s hypothesis, how the
Instagram user interface may impact people’s connection experience, and why young adults may
be especially susceptible to connection mental health effects. The framework resultingly orients
the remainder of the study.

The next four subsequent chapters detail the study’s data collection process. This involves a
general survey phase, where participant responses are used to establish a baseline sentiment
towards Instagram and the experience Instagram provides (Chapter 3); a methods chapter, which
discusses how participants from the general survey were selected for the remaining phases of the
study (Chapter 4); an interview phase, where participants attend 1-on-1 interviews to further
discuss their relationship with Instagram (Chapter 5); a journaling and intervention phase, where
participants conduct a week-long, self-imposed intervention to see how Instagram’s medium
affect their Instagram experience (Chapter 6); and an exit interview, where participants provide
feedback on the intervention period and the overall study (Chapter 6). These chapters are
presented chronologically so that the reader may experience the data collection and results in the

10 prolific is a reputable, online, research platform that connects researchers with eligible participants, and is trusted
by the likes of Stanford, Meta, the University of Oxford, and Google. For those more familiar with Amazon
Mechanical Turk, it falls into a similar category of research platform. However, it should be noted that Prolific is
both different, and performs significantly better than its competitors.

T As evidence of how Prolific compares to its competition, see: Eyal Peer et al., “Data Quality of Platforms and
Panels for Online Behavioral Research,” Behavior Research Methods 54, no. 4 (September 29, 2021): 1643-62,
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13428-021-01694-3. Prolific’s breakdown of that study can also be found here .


https://doi.org/10.3758/s13428-021-01694-3

manner that I did. A synopsis of these phases relative to the research questions is provided in
Figure 1.

Figure 1. Phase titles and research question affiliation.

Initial Interviews ¢ Exit Interviews
Intervention and Journaling
Survey
Answers Research Question 1 A R h Question 2 Answers Research Question 2
nswers Research Question
Answers Research Question T; P| and Research Question 2; gives » P| and shapes Research Question 3
helps find potential participants an initial sample to recruit for

for initial interviews the intervention phase

SOURCE: Author.

Lastly, the study concludes with discussion based on the overall results. This involves a chapter
on policy recommendations (Chapter 7), a chapter on ethical considerations (Chapter 8), and the
conclusion of the report (Chapter 9).



2. Setting Up a Young Adult Framework

Introduction

I built this study on the hypothesis that expectation of connection — one’s expectation of the type
of interaction one should have based on one’s relationship with a given person — is a significant
cause of the underlying, negative mental health effects younger people experience on Instagram.
With the study revolving around this concept, I wanted to provide a chapter that delivered a basis
for it. This basis is presented in three subsequent parts.

1. The “why” of the hypothesis. This explains aspects of the study such as why
connection is focal point of the hypothesis, why Instagram matters in this connection
aspect, and Instagram’s role in this connection aspect.

2. The application of the hypothesis. This discusses how and why the expectation of
connection dynamic occurs within the Instagram platform.

3. The orientation from the hypothesis. This involves how the hypothesis orients the
study, both in its research design and the perception of its results.

This chapter proceeds in the order that it is presented above. As for explaining the “why” of the
hypothesis, that conversation begins with an anthropological discussion around identity and
identity formation. These concepts set the framework for why expectation of connection provides
negative mental health effects for younger Instagram users.

Defining identity and adulthood

I initially began working in the topic of identity because of how it defines connection; the belief
that people seek or create connections largely based on how they perceive themselves. Thus, in
building the framework for this study, the first major concept was understanding “what is
identity?”

Traditionally, identity can be thought of in a characteristic-based approach, where a person
characterizes themselves relative to how it differentiates or classifies them amongst their peers or
surroundings.'? This includes topics such as race, age, gender, sex, religion, sexual orientation,
class characteristics such as education and socioeconomic status, and cultural characteristics such

12 This school of thought can also be classified as a “cultural identities” perspective. See: Dorothy C. Holland, ed.,
Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds, 1. Harvard Univ. Press paperback ed., 2. print (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
Univ. Press, 2001).



as ethnicity and nationality. Indeed, this is one viable framework for understanding identity.
However, where this characteristic-centric approach fails is under the fidelity of more complex
questions. For example, when I pose questions such as “what is a person?” and “how does
identity relate to being a person?”, we face fidelity issues such as: “how many characteristics
must [ know to truly encapsulate a person?”’; “can I readily assess whether participants have such
characteristics?”; “how do I account for characteristics that change over time?” Ultimately, such
questions demand a different framework for answering our question of identity. They demand a
framework that can account for the fluidity and development of one’s identity over time, and
lead us to the topic of identity formation. The idea of this identity framework would be that it is
one’s place in one’s identity development that is a better measure of who one is as a person.

Transitioning to the topic of identity formation, I sought to understand the dynamics of the
identity formation process. Namely, “what shapes identity?”, and “when does a person’s identity
become significantly stable?”” Diving into the anthropological literature, I found that classically,
anthropologists had answered the first question as a mix between one’s environment, and one’s
inherent characteristics.!? This matches the adage of “people are a product of their environment,”
while also respecting and understanding that people are inherently unique from one other. As for
the second question, the discussion drifted more towards the topic of maturity, and ultimately led
me towards the topic of adulthood. For clarity, I define the study’s working definition of “adult,”
as follows.

An adult is a self-functioning member of society who is either willing to or must take
responsibility for their own actions.

Now, the reason I have introduced this definition of adult is because in my process of defining
the word, I found that I arrived at my answer to the second question. Being an adult, or
adulthood, is where I believe this identity change stabilizes. Our very definition of the word
necessitates it, because for one to be relied on and assume communal responsibility, one must
have a certain security and stability in one’s self. Historically, this is formally represented in
“rites of passage” or “coming of age ceremonies”; adults of the community coming together to
not only test, but formally accept and acknowledge an adolescent’s transition into the greater
adult community.'* In doing so, this not only identifies and marks an adolescent as prepared, but
effectively bridges the recipient’s current maturity journey to its respective end. In receiving
their responsibility and place in the community, the adult community effectively completes the

13 See: Holland.

14 Arnold Van Gennep and David I. Kertzer, The Rites of Passage, trans. Monika B. Vizedom and Gabrielle Leboeuf
Caffee, Second edition (Chicago London: The University of Chicago Press, 2019).



adolescent’s journey by telling them who they are or who the adolescent must be for the needs of
the community.!> This process of identity stabilization is illustrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Stabilization conception of adulthood.
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An elongated period towards adulthood

There are two other ideas that are also pertinent to our discussion of identity formation, both of
which will further shape our conceptualization of adulthood. Firstly, we have this idea that we all
share these general developmental stages within our respective identity formation processes.
Such conceptualizations go back as early as Aristotle, who proposed that people go through three
stages of development before reaching full maturity in adulthood.'® These stages include infancy,
childhood, and young adulthood — all of which he posited as periods of seven years. The
remainder of one’s life would then be spent in a stage of full adulthood, as illustrated in Figure 3.

15 For more on the ritual process, see: Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure, 7. print., 1.
publ. Cornell paperbacks 1977, The Lewis Henry Morgan Lectures 1966 (Ithaca, New York: Cornell Univ. Pr, 1991).

16 Richard M. Lerner and Laurence Steinberg, “The Scientific Study of Adolescent Development: Historical and
Contemporary Perspectives,” in Handbook of Adolescent Psychology, ed. Richard M. Lerner and Laurence Steinberg
(Hoboken, NJ, USA: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2009), adlpsy001002,
https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470479193.adlpsy001002.
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Figure 3. Traditional timeline for adult formation.
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Beyond this idea of a shared identity process and stages, our second pertinent idea is actually
something Aristotle alludes to in his inclusion of a timeframe. By labeling the first three stages
of life to be periods of seven years, Aristotle implies that there is a specific pace upon which
people progress to adulthood. Here lies our second pertinent concept of the identity formation
process — that an existing identity structure, in itself, implies a specific pace or rhythm by which
people must progress to adulthood.!” As per our discussion above where the adults of the
community historically defined when an adolescent would emerge into adulthood, the same
applies here. The adults of the community — representing society at large — dictate the pace by
which adolescents must reach maturity or adulthood. The adults of the community set the pace of
this progression by both the stages they acknowledge, as well as the expectation by which those
stages must be completed.

As for how this relates to our discussion of adulthood, we can use these concepts to see that we,
as a society at large, have slowly elongated this process by which a person must reach adulthood.
Using our concept of stages, one can see that we have shifted from this historical precedent of
“childhood to young adulthood,” to now including an adolescent stage in between.'®

Figure 4: Updated timeline for adult formation.
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Namely, we can point to the 1920s as one marker of this transition, as with less demand for
children to immediately assume responsibilities of the household, we have the emergence of the
term “teenager.”!” However, we can also see this elongation occur under the concept of rhythm.

17 Nicole Hochner, “On Social Rhythm: A Renewed Assessment of Van Gennep's Rites of Passage,” Journal of
Classical Sociology 18, no. 4 (November 2018): 299-312, https://doi.org/10.1177/1468795X18789011.

18 The term “adolescence” is interesting enough a modern term. First appearing in the 1400s, it emerged as a
scientific field of study in the 1900s. For a discussion of that field’s development, see: Lerner and Steinberg, “The
Scientific Study of Adolescent Development.”

19 See: Shayla Thiel-Stern, From the Dance Hall to Facebook: Teen Girls, Mass Media, and Moral Panic in the United
States, 1905-2010 (Amherst and Boston: University of Massachusetts Press, 2014).
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Using the education ecosystem as an example, one can see how the expectation of education is
slowly shifting. Instead of high school being the normal termination point for one’s education
journey, we now have seen the introduction and normalization of higher education.?’
Consequently, the expectation of when one is a full, functional member of society (i.e., such as
immediately post-high school), also shifts. The job market and work force also reflect such.?!

For transparency, this elongation towards adulthood is not meant to be marked as either good or
bad. Rather, this story is told to illustrate a change from the historical present. Moreover, as with
any change, there also comes implications from changing. Within the identity formation process,
the effect of shifting from the historical precedent is no different. Adults demanding adulthood
later changes the historical precedent for the factors which shape an adolescent’s identity.??

Human connection and Instagram

Humans are inherently social creatures, and just as one can see that by the existence of societies,
one can also see that in how we identify and understand ourselves. Focusing on the
“environment” factor of our identity-formation influences, one of the main ways we understand
and develop ourselves is by the nexus of relationships upon which we coexist.?* This ranges from
the internal connections of the systems to which we belong (i.e., families, friends, community
groups, jobs, religious organizations, etc.), to our external understanding of the systems which
we do not belong.?* In revisiting our elongated adult timeframe, one of the implications of this
elongation is that adolescents now have a longer time period to be influenced by such
connections.

Because of the greater influence of these connections, it is important to understand how these
connections are made and maintained. Of note, this has changed significantly under two modern
phenomena. Firstly, we have the rise of the internet. This development drastically changes the

20 US Census Bureau, “Educational Attainment Distribution in the United States from 1960 to 2021” (US Census
Bureau, April 20, 2022), https://www.statista.com/statistics/184260/educational-attainment-in-the-us/.

21 This by no means is meant to suggest that all those who do not attend college are not full, functioning adults.
Instead, this is more so meant to highlight that with higher education becoming more normalized, the expectation for
all 18-year-olds to be full members of society is not the same as before. This shift consequently affects the general
view of when people must reach adulthood, which in turn affects the identity maturation process.

22 seth J. Schwartz, James E. C6té, and Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, “Identity and Agency in Emerging Adulthood: Two
Developmental Routes in the Individualization Process,” Youth & Society 37, no. 2 (December 2005): 201-29,
https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X05275965.

23 Lev Semenovi¢ Vygotskij and Michael Cole, Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological
Processes, Nachdr. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1981).

24 Bradd Shore, Culture in Mind: Cognition, Culture, and the Problem of Meaning, 1. issued as an Oxford Univ. Press
paperback (New York, NY: Oxford Univ. Press, 1998).


https://www.statista.com/statistics/184260/educational-attainment-in-the-us/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X05275965

speed, the ability, and the network complexity of the connections which one can develop and
maintain. Secondly, we have the downfall of more traditional community groups.?® This, in turn,
changes the connection dynamics to be more peer-to-peer oriented relative to the classical nexus
of relationships. It makes your friend group’s perspective carry more weight.

All of these factors — a higher emphasis on peer-to-peer relations, the internet’s ability to help
people make and maintain connections, how one’s connections shape one’s identity — are just
some of the many reasons why Instagram is such an interesting platform.2® With a large
demographic of younger users,?’ its marketability as a place of connection with friends and
peers, and its ability to actually make and maintain such connections, Instagram holds immense
power in being able to influence an entire generation’s identity. Consequently, that’s also why its
use of an algorithm to govern interaction is interesting.

For those unaware of Instagram’s business model, Instagram makes its revenue from the use of
advertisements. Under such a business model, the way one can maximize profit is generally two-
fold; one can try and match people to advertisements that suit them best (i.e., targeted
advertising), or one can increase the amount of advertisements engagements (i.e., amount of ads
viewed). Instagram’s algorithm does both. For the former, it creates general profiles of users to
best match advertisements. For the latter, it tries to increase the amount of time the user spends
on the platform by showing them what it thinks they want to see.

Now, there is nothing necessarily “evil” or wrong with this type of business model. However,
because of Instagram’s potential to influence a young, still-forming generation, the implications
of the algorithm are immense. We now have a popularized platform for connection being
mediated by an algorithm that is optimizing for the amount of time that users spend on its
platform; engaging users by what may keep them on the platform and not necessarily what they
wish to see or may be seeking. Moreover, with peer relationships having a greater influence, the
algorithm governing these connections may effectively make it — as much as their peers — the
new adult.

23 Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, 1. Touchstone ed, A
Touchstone Book (London: Simon & Schuster [u.a.], 2001).

26 Instagram is a social networking, social media platform where individuals can connect with other members
online. Following the rise of Facebook, Instagram initially gained popularity due to its image centric sharing. It was
acquired by Facebook in the 2010s, and now lies under Meta’s host of platforms.

27 For the United States’ Instagram age group demographic, see: S Dixon, “Distribution of Instagram Users in the
United States as of September 2022, by Age Group” (Statista, October 21, 2022),
https://www.statista.com/statistics/398166/us-instagram-user-age-distribution/.
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Now, this is not meant to imply that Instagram users are mere victims to the algorithm. They,
too, influence the algorithm by the choices they make on the platform. However, that the
algorithm can influence this experience so heavily does pose some interesting implications,
especially with the algorithm being so opaque to the user. The algorithm, in all its opacity, can
now play master in a world of peer relations. It can help shape and dictate the internal
connections of the systems that its members belong, while also limiting the external connection
that its governed can have with it.

Instagram social media dynamics

While the Instagram algorithm can influence identity via the types of connections and
interactions the user encounters, there are also a couple dynamics that stem solely from the user
and the user interface. This leads us to the works of Stuart Hall and Erving Goffman — the last
critical pieces before we tie together the study’s framework.

So far when we have talked about identity, we have talked about identity as an individual’s one,
unique entity. There is only one identity per person, and that identity is permanent; it can change
and flux, but it remains as one with the individual for the entirety of their life. This is what Stuart
Hall called “enlightenment identity,” or the more traditional view of identity.?® Something
interesting that Hall also discussed was this idea of a “postmodern identity,” or an identity that
lied opposite to the traditional view. Within this conception, identity could be both multiple, as
well as impermanent. He tied this to individuals made up of multiple, separate facets, of which,
could develop and disappear as they pleased.

The reason I bring this up is because just as Hall saw this identity conceptualization split in the
physical world, I think one can also see it within the social media space at large. Various social
media platforms cater to various identity views, and in turn, affect the overall user interaction. To
visualize this, let us look at Figure 5.

28 Stuart Hall and Paul Du Gay, eds., Questions of Cultural Identity, Reprint (Sage Publications, 2011).
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Figure 5. Identity as a structure of space and time.
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As illustrated above, we categorize the likes of Facebook and LinkedIn under the enlightenment
view of identity. Users have the expectation of having one account for themselves upon which all
actions or events are tied. This account is then maintained until the person either remakes their
entire account, or chooses to exit the platform entirely.

Discord and Telegram on the other hand are less profile based, and more messaging based. One
may wish to have a specific account just to interact with specific groups. Accounts don’t
necessarily have any need for permanency, and can be created or deleted as the user sees fit.
Accounts can be mere ends to messaging.

The interesting thing about Instagram is that Instagram can exist between both views of identity.
In an enlightenment sense, most users have an account which ties together their social
interactions and connections. On the other hand, some users also have secondary accounts (i.e.,
“finstas”). Usually, such accounts cater towards a smaller audience, have different content than
the main account, yet still maintain a permanency similar to the main account. It brings out this
idea of multiple, permanent, coexisting identities, which in turn, creates a certain type of
dynamic for those types of users.

The existence of multiple accounts also begs the question of why multiple accounts are needed. I
believe this is a product of sharing multiple facets of oneself with different audiences, which
consequently leads us to the work of Erving Goffman.

29 This figure is modified from the original to include Instagram. For the original figure and inspiration, see: Stripe
Partners, “This Month’s Frame: How Stuart Hall’s Identities Framework Can Help Understand the Rise of Discord
and Telegram,” Frames (blog), December 6, 2022, https://stripepartners.substack.com/p/this-months-frame-how-
stuart-halls.
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In discussing the idea of a social self, Erving Goffman used an analogy of a stage actor.>® When
the actor performs on stage, they are in the view of the entirety of the audience. Consequently,
they perform the role upon which the audience expects, fulfilling his part in the stage’s
production. This is the analogy Goffman drew to the social self in public; a person conforming to
the expectations of their surroundings, and presenting himself as such.

Continuing the analogy, Goffman describes the actor existing in the back stage. Here, the actor is
away from the view of the audience, but is still amongst their fellow actors. Because of their
rapport with them, as well as the privacy they receive from the audience, they are able to portray
themself differently than they do with the audience. However, they are still amongst people, and
conducts themself accordingly. This is what Goffman considered to be analogous to being
amongst one’s friends or associates.

Lastly, Goffman completes the analogy by discussing the actor offstage. The actor no longer is in
the view of the public eye, no longer the view of their peers, and thus, has no expectations on
himself except his own. This is what Goffman considered the truest self, and analogously, can be
thought of as a person in the privacy of their own home.

One of the more interesting notes of this framework is it implies a distinct separation between
these “selves.” For a person to transition between stages, they simply need to move further
towards the stage, or further away from the stage. This clear divide and concept are illustrated in
Figure 6.

30 Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, 1. Anchor Books ed., rev. ed (New York: Anchor
Books, 1990).

13



Figure 6. The social self in real-life situations.
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The thing about a social media platform such as Instagram is that instead of there being distinct
stages by which a person can transition between, all the stages are compacted together. The
public self, the less public self, and the private self are now all tied to the same account; the
distinction lost within a hybrid stage. This concept is illustrated in Figure 7. The implications of
the hybrid stage are what ultimately lead us to the idea of expectation of connection.

31 This figure is derived from: Stripe Partners, “This Month’s Frame: How Goffman Helps Us to Understand the
Rise of Hybrid Social Selves,” Frames (blog), January 10, 2023, https://stripepartners.substack.com/p/this-months-
frame-how-goffman-helps?utm_source=substack&utm_medium=email.
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Figure 7. The social self in hybrid, social stages.
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Discussing expectation of connection and the hypothesis

In real life situations, we discussed how the distinction between the front stage, back stage, and
off stage are quite clear. Moreover, because each stage has a distinct levels of vulnerability, there
is a consequent level of intimacy associated with each stage. For clarity, I define the study’s
working definition for intimacy, as follows.

Intimacy is the combination of authenticity and intentionality that one shares with another.

Tying our definition back to the stage analogy, authenticity implies that different levels of
intimacy occur on different stages; intentionality implies that the navigation towards a specific
stage is also a choice. Thus, when we talk about seeking intimacy or connection, we are really
talking about a two-part problem: the ability to be vulnerable, and the ability to navigate to the
appropriate stage. The process of navigating to these stages in real life is illustrated in Figure 8.

32 This figure is also derived the same article (Stripe Partners).
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Figure 8: Seeking connection in real life.
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The issue with Instagram is that we now leave the clarity of the traditional stage. Instead of
people selecting a specific stage to interact on, they instead pick a medium, and then the
algorithm shuffles between the available stages offered to it.>* Thus, we arrive at the problem
illustrated in Figure 9: where people can’t meet their expectations for connection with others
because they don’t control their navigation to the stage.

Figure 9: Seeking connection via Instagram.
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My hypothesis is that because of this dynamic, Instagram, as a medium of connection,
complicates the connection process for some users. By being forced to interact on a hybrid stage,
as well as having an algorithm influence what the user sees, some users may not be able to have
their desired level of intimacy or connection across communities of different stages.

33 The reason for the language “offered to it” is because the user does elect who they choose to follow. This plays a
significant part in what is seen in a person’s newsfeed and storyfeed.
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Consequently, I think this struggle to connect at one’s desired level is a significant cause in the
negative, mental health effects that people experience on Instagram. This ranges from the fear of
missing out — which ties to this idea of an inability to keep up with all connections — to social
media burn out — which I believe comes from the struggle of navigating the hybrid stage.

Orienting the remainder of the study

Returning to the general aims and objectives of the study, the reason I find Instagram to be such
an interesting platform is because of its ability to affect a younger generation’s development.
With peer-to-peer connection having a greater influence in identity formation, I believe
understanding Instagram is critical. Throughout this chapter, I have highlighted how Instagram,
as a medium, provides a specific dynamic for how such connections are created, shaped, and
maintained. Such influences include the role of the algorithm in influencing a person’s
interactions, people’s own journey in navigating the hybrid stage, as well as the potential upkeep
of multiple accounts and identities. Ultimately, I am interested in whether this expectation of
connection hypothesis is fruitful, and if so, how addressing it may help reduce negative mental
health effects. This is represented in the data collection via the general survey and interviews,
and then the journaling and intervention phase, respectively.

As for one last note on the research, one other aspect [ wanted to discuss was how this
framework influenced the target population for the study. As discussed in this framework
chapter, we talk about the elongation towards adulthood via the addition of the adolescent stage.
Indeed, this does acknowledge the vulnerability of teenage Instagram users to the study’s
hypothesis. However, something else this acknowledges is the unique position of the young adult
age group. Specifically looking at 18 to 22-year-olds, this group interested me as they are legally
viewed as adults, while also societally acknowledged as still developing towards full adulthood.
This idea is represented in Figure 10.
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Figure 10: The “legal adult” vs. “stabilization” dilemma.
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Consequently, the position of the 18 to 22-year-old cohort allows them to be both susceptible to
the study’s hypothesis, while also being free of any age use restrictions on the Instagram
platform. The combination of this drove me to select the 18 to 22-year-old cohort as my study

population.
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3. Understanding Young Adults as a Whole

Survey introduction

The study’s framework places a lot of emphasis on how Instagram interferes with one’s ability to
connect with others. Consequently, to initially test out my framework, I wanted to establish a
basis for where the current, user-platform relationship resides relative to the study’s hypothesis.>*
To do so, I elected to conduct a general survey — a common vehicle for obtaining data quickly
under a certain level of significance and certainty.

When actually crafting the survey questions, I found there were three primary topics I wanted to
address from the hypothesis. Firstly, I wanted to ask the participants about some of the dynamics
they encountered on Instagram. This included topics between the user and the Instagram
platform (i.e., whether Instagram actually helped them keep up with friends, whether Instagram
played a significant role in shaping their social behavior in real life, etc.), and between the user
and other Instagram users (i.e., whether they cared about how their followers responded to their
post, whether looking at other people’s posts made them happy, etc.). This addresses and
contextualizes the hypothesized dynamics of how Instagram influences the study population.

Secondly, I wanted to ask participants more targeted questions around their Instagram use and
their mental health. This included questions such as whether they believed Instagram negatively
affects them at times or whether they felt they could fully express themselves on Instagram. This
specifically targets the “negative mental health effects” aspect of the hypothesis.

Lastly, I wanted to ask participants specific follow-up questions around some of my framework’s
more theoretical topics. Such questions included whether they had multiple Instagram accounts —
which ties into the “multiple, permanent identity” topic — and whether they had a BeReal account
— which I saw as a solution to the hybrid stage. These questions effectively acted as identifiers,
so that I could follow-up with identified participants in later phases of the study.

Ultimately, I ended up designing a survey with each of these three topics having its own section
of questions. For the “dynamics” and “mental health” sections, I formatted the questions as a 5-

340f note, other research discusses some of the survey topics such as mental health with young adult Instagram
users. However, I felt it was pertinent to readdress some of these topics, as many of them are only valuable within
the topic matter of their study. For example, see the following for how mental health is specifically placed under the
context of suicide and loneliness: Chloe Berryman, Christopher J. Ferguson, and Charles Negy, “Social Media Use
and Mental Health among Young Adults,” Psychiatric Quarterly 89, no. 2 (June 2018): 307-14,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11126-017-9535-6.
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point Likert scale response. For the follow-up section, I presented the questions in a binary
response format (i.e., “Yes / No”). All of these questions are available to view in the general
survey section of Appendix A.

Survey logistics

To execute my survey, I elected to use the research-participant platform Prolific, and then used
RAND?’s external, survey interface as the actual survey mechanism. Participants for the general
survey were recruited under the filters shown in Table 1. Demographics of our survey
participants are then shown in Table 2.

Table 1. Survey participant filters and reasons.

18-22 years of age Met our framework scope for “young adults”

Of United States nationality Offered greater relevance for any policy
recommendations made by this study

Currently an Instagram user Met our intent to help out those who are using
Instagram

Geographically based in the United States To avoid any GDPR issues, and further bolster the
relevance of policy recommendations

385 total survey participants who met the Allowed us to have a 95% confidence and a 5%

above filters margin of error in our survey results’>

Balanced participant sample by sex (i.e., half  To help align our participant pool to the current,
female, half male) Instagram demographic of the United States>®

33 To see the calculation for how these metrics led to a sample size of 385 participants, please reference the general
survey section in Appendix A.

36 As of March 2023, the population of United States Instagram users in the 18-24-year age group is about 54%
female, and 46% male. Consequently, I elected to set a balanced sample by sex to ensure that the demographic was
close to the reported demographic. For reference, please see: “Instagram Users in the United States of America:
March 2023” (Napoleon Cat, March 2023), https://napoleoncat.com/stats/instagram-users-in-
united_states_of _america/2023/03/.
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Table 2. Demographics from the general survey.

Participants 385 1
Female 192 0.5
Male 193 0.5
Asian 79 0.21
Black 27 0.07
Mixed 42 0.11
Other 28 0.07
White 209 0.54
18yo 25 0.06
19yo 48 0.12
20yo 79 0.21
21yo 100 0.26
22y0 133 0.35

Lastly, I also wanted to mention that participants were compensated for their time throughout all
phases of the study. For greater detail on this compensation, please reference the Prolific section
in Appendix A. The survey was conducted throughout February, March, and April of 2023.

Survey results and the emerging narrative

When looking at Instagram’s about page, the first dozen words or so say, “Give the people power
to build community and bring the world closer together.” An image of that is shown in Figure

11, and that is where I wish to start the survey results’ narrative — with the fundamental
assumption that Instagram signifies community to the participants.
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Figure 11. Instagram’s about page.
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To formally ask participants about this idea, I prompted users to respond to whether Instagram
was a way to keep up with their friends. This was done under the framework assumption that
friends or peer relationships are the connections of prominence. Figure 12 shows that the
majority of the survey participants largely agreed with the prompt.

37 This screenshot was taken on 17 April 2023. The image may be different by the time the reader reads this paper.
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Figure 12. 5-Point Likert scale response around Instagram’s mission.38

Prompt: Instagram is a way for me to keep up with my friends and feel more
involved in their lives

06

Proportion of response

02

0.0 - - .
1 2 3 ]

’ S—-Point Likert Scale response
SOURCE: Author’s analysis.

Understanding that enabling is different than fulfilling, I also wanted to ask participants whether
they thought Instagram did a good job of helping them keep up with their friends. Participants
largely agreed on that, too. That is shown in Figure 13.

38 For reference, the 5-Point Likert scale response offers users the options of “Strongly Disagree,” “Disagree,”
“Neutral,” “Agree,” and “Strongly Agree.” These are represented in the bar graphs as 1 through 5, respectively.
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Figure 13. 5-Point Likert scale response around Instagram’s mission and execution.

Prompt: Instagram does a good job at helping me keep up with my friends and
be involved in their lives
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SOURCE: Author’s analysis.

So from these two responses, we find ourselves with a participant pool that not only agrees on
Instagram’s community capability, but says Instagram is executing that mission well. Seems
promising, yes? However, the data seems to paint a far more nuanced picture. For example,
when prompting the participants about the overall impact that Instagram has on their life, the
results are overwhelmingly neutral. I found this to be quite contrasting to the positive emotions
that are often placed around the topic of “friends,” and also thought it was noticeable how the
data appeared in a near, bell curve. This is shown in Figure 14.
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Figure 14. 5-Point Likert scale response around “overall, positive” user, life impact.
Prompt: | believe that Instagram has an overall, positive impact on my life
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SOURCE: Author’s analysis.

Unlike the bell curve response from the “overall positive” prompt, when asking participants
about Instagram’s ability to negatively affect them, participants largely agreed that Instagram
negatively affects them at times. This is shown in Figure 15, and again seems to place tension
between the capability and mission execution prompts.
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Figure 15. 5-Point Likert scale response around “negative” experience.
Prompt: | believe that Instagram affects me negatively at times
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Switching from “impact” to “happiness” prompts, users still seemed to show a more “neutral”
lean than I would have correlated with the idea of “friendship.” When asking about their
happiness when viewing other people’s posts, participants showed a slight lean towards “agree’
relative to “neutral.” However, when asked about their happiness when using the Instagram
platform, the response shifted to predominantly “neutral.” This is shown in Figures 16 and 17,

b

respectively.
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Figure 16. 5-Point Likert scale response around derived “happiness” from viewing posts.
Prompt: Looking at other people’s posts makes me happy
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SOURCE: Author’s analysis.

Figure 17. 5-Point Likert scale response around “happiness” experience when using Instagram.

Prompt: | feel happy when | use Instagram
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SOURCE: Author’s analysis.

To clarify, I also don’t think these “neutral” to “negative” responses are a result of a lack of
effort on the user’s part. When asking prompts around effort put into posts, the data seems to
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show that participants, as a whole, largely care about how their followers respond — both at the
time of posting, and preemptively. This is shown in Figures 18 and 19, respectively.

Figure 18. 5-Point Likert scale response around caring about one’s follower response.
Prompt: | care about how my followers respond to my post
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SOURCE: Author’s analysis.
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Figure 19. 5-Point Likert scale response around preemptively caring about one’s follower
response.

Prompt: When | make my post, | think about how my followers may respond

06

Proportion of response

02
0.0 - . .
1 2 3 4

5-Point Likert Scale response

SOURCE: Author’s analysis.

Shifting from questions of “effort” to “expression,” the data showed predominantly negative
responses. This ranged from issues of being able to fully express one’s self on Instagram (which
had a right tail skew), to perceived differences between in-person and Instagram portrayals (left
tail skew). These are shown in Figures 20 and 21, respectively.
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Figure 20. 5-Point Likert scale response around ability to “express” one’s self on Instagram.

Prompt: | am able to express myself fully on Instagram
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SOURCE: Author’s analysis.

oe

Proportion of response

02

00 .
1

Figure 21. 5-Point Likert scale response around Instagram portrayals.

Prompt: | believe people portray themselves differently on Instagram compared
to real life
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Lastly, for the final illustrative piece of our narrative, we have the participant response for
whether they believe they have a healthy relationship with Instagram. Surprising to me, even
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with all the negative feedback raised throughout the other prompts, the majority of participants
chose “agree” as their response choice. This is shown in Figure 22.

Figure 22. 5-Point Likert scale response around having “a healthy relationship” with Instagram.

Prompt: | feel like | have a healthy realtionship with Instagram
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SOURCE: Author’s analysis.

Proportion of response

Condensing the narrative across the shown bar graphs, I think we find ourselves with the
presented story. To start, we have a group of people who believe Instagram both offers them a
chance for community,*® as well as executes their community mission well.** However, the
platform’s impact on the users is predominantly neutral,*! and the platform can affect them
negatively at times.*? There is, indeed, investment made by users in making and sharing their
posts,® yet the participants are also concurrently facing issues around expression.** Lastly,
despite all the negative feedback in the data, the majority of the survey’s participants still felt
they had a healthy relationship with Instagram.*> Quite the narrative, is it not? Yet for all the

39 See Figure 6.

40 See Figure 7.

4l See Figures 8, 10, and 11.
42 See Figure 9.

43 See Figures 13 and 14.

4 See Figure 14.

45 See Figure 16.
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nuance and tension in this narrative, I think the framework from Chapter 2 explains it all quite
well. Let us rework through the narrative briefly using the framework as a guide.

Explaining the narrative via the study’s framework

Starting with the community prompts, I think the data validates Instagram’s role in young adult
connection. Our participants seek and care about the opinion of their peers, and Instagram is one
avenue for attaining that.

As for the overall, “neutral” response from the “impact” and “happiness” prompts, I think that
falls right into our idea of expectation of connection. Beginning with that expectation, I think
most people expect that connection — especially friendships — yield a net positive impact on their
Consequently, because of this societal expectation, I think Instagram often receives a similar
sentiment due to its recognition as a medium for community.

All that being said, I don’t think Instagram is actually meeting that expectation due to the hybrid
stage issue. This appears via the authenticity prompt data, where participants express both an
inability for users to express themselves fully, as well as the large acknowledgement that people
don’t portray themselves the same way on Instagram as they do in real life. Thus, I think our
participants are finding themselves in a little bit of a stalemate. They have these expectations of
certain types of interactions with friends across various stages. This is expressed in terms of the
framework in Figure 23.

Figure 23: Receiving connection in real life.
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SOURCE: Author’s analysis.

However, something is occurring within the stage dynamic where that expectation is not being
met. Participants are still able to navigate towards their friends (i.e., have interactions), but are
receiving something unexpected when they do (i.e., not authentic). Resultingly, we find
ourselves in this middle space. Instead of a loss of friendship interaction (which would be
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considered a negative) or a better type of friendship interaction (which would be considered
positive), I think what we are actually witnessing is a hollowing of that interaction — where
interaction occurs but beneath one’s expectation. This places us away from the positive or
negative space, leading us to the presented “neutral” response. A visual representation of this is
depicted in Figure 24.

Figure 24: Receiving connection via Instagram.
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SOURCE: Author’s analysis.

Lastly, with regards to the “healthy relationship” prompt, I think this may be the most telling and
most interesting of all the received responses. Namely, the survey data shows that the majority of
participants “agree” that they have a healthy relationship with Instagram, even though the rest of
the data shows “negative” or “neutral” responses. One may ask, “how can these tensions
coexist?” I think that answer also goes back to our idea of expectation of connection, and speaks
to the idea of a changing expectation.

As society continues to grow with the internet, I think the expectation of what to expect via the
internet also changes. Resultingly, I think the “healthy relationship” response is actually showing
the adaption of our participants’ expectations on Instagram. Instead of adjusting to the problem
by finding ways to make the interactions less hollowed, they are arriving at the other solution
which is the expectation of a more hollowed interaction. Hence, we find ourselves with a
coexistence between the “negative” and “neutral” responses, and the positive “health
relationship” response. The “yes, I have a healthy relationship” is more so a “well, this is just
normal, and that makes it healthy.”

To conclude the current narrative from the survey, the last aspect [ wanted to note was from the
follow-up questions. In looking at the identifiers data, I found that 95% of the general survey
participants said they would be interested in a potential follow-up study. I think the largeness of
this proportion speaks heavily to the participant investment in this topic rather than other
potential factors such as compensation.

33



With regards to why participants might be so invested, my hypothesis was that if a new
expectation of connection equilibrium was being reached, that equilibrium was not satisfactory;
participants were still seeking a better solution to the hybrid stage.

At this point, this leads us to the next phase of the study, where I shifted from large, aggregate,
response data to 1-on-1 discussions with participants. My intention was that in this shift, I could
further my understanding of the complexities in this platform-user relationship. A shift to a
discussion format would allow for the fluidity in response that a survey lacks.*®

46 Of note: other distributional analysis was done using the total participant response data, to include variance
analysis, and the total participant response relative to other individual demographic types. For the former, the
variance analysis is excluded as the results were not found to be significant relative to the narrative formation. For
the latter, some of that analysis is discussed in the following chapter.
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4. Transitioning to the Qualitative Research Phases

Quality research introduction

With our general survey results in hand, the remaining phases of my data collection consisted of
a more qualitative approach. I planned to pull from the original survey participants (i.e., those
who said they were interested in a follow-up study), have a more nuanced conversation with
them in a 1-on-1 setting, test an intervention with them to see if it bettered their Instagram
experience, and then follow up with participants to see if the intervention actually worked.
Consequently, the next big step for me post-survey was figuring out who I wanted to interview
from the general survey respondents. That process would not only dictate who my initial
interview participants would be, but also who I interacted with for the remainder of the study.

In approaching this selection process, my biggest concern was ensuring there was a diversity of
representation amongst the selected participants. This ties back into the study’s framework of
how people understand and develop themselves within the nexus of their relationships. In
selecting people of different backgrounds and perspectives, I sought to gain a fuller picture of
how Instagram influences connection for all people.

With regards to the chapter’s layout, the chapter can be divided into two subsequent parts.
Firstly, there is the process of how I went from the general survey population and arrived at an
ideal population of interest. Secondly, there is the actual recruitment process, detailing the
adjustments made when the ideal participant population became infeasible. This is presented as
such, below.

From demographics to an ideal, subset, population of interest

To select my participants of interest, | immediately went back to the survey data to see if there
were any types or demographics of participants that stuck out amongst the rest. To categorize
them, I compiled all of the demographic types from the survey into one aggregate list. These
types are shown below in Table 3, with the table including the classical demographic data (i.e.,
age, sex, and ethnicity), the follow-up section response data, and then a new demographic type
based on how participants responded to the prompt, “I feel like I have a healthy relationship with
Instagram.” These “relationship” prompt respondents were categorized into three groups, with
those being people who disagreed with the statement, those who were neutral about the
statement, and those who agreed with the statement. These demographics are shown in Table 3.
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Table 3. Demographic categories for group type analysis.

Participants 385 1
Female 192 0.5
Male 193 0.5
Asian 79 0.21
Black 27 0.07
Mixed 42 0.11
Other 28 0.07
White 209 0.54
18yo 25 0.06
19yo 48 0.12
20yo 79 0.21
21yo 100 0.26
22y0 133 0.35
Has never deactivated or deleted their

account 242 0.63
Has deactivated or deleted their

Instagram account before 142 0.37
Does not have a BeReal account 298 0.77
Does have a BeReal account 87 0.23
No secondary Instagram accounts 196 0.51
Has secondary Instagram account(s) 188 0.49
Not interested in a follow-up study 20 0.05
Interested in a follow-up study 365 0.95

“Disagrees” they have a healthy
relationship with Instagram 75 0.19

“Neutral” on whether they have a
healthy relationship with Instagram 113 0.29

“Agrees” they have a healthy
relationship with Instagram 196 0.51

When trying to compare between demographics, my initial inclination was to create a heat map
based on the mean response of demographics to the survey questions. In doing so, this would
offer us a visualization for comparison, showing the dichotomy of differences via shades of
color. That initial heat map is shown in Figure 25.
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Figure 25. Scaled demographic heat map.*’
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While the heatmap contrast wasn’t sufficient across all groups, something I felt the heat map did
illustrate was a patterned contrast between a respective group and its counterpart. As an example
of this, one can look at the sex demographic type on the heat map, and see how “Male” tends to
skew lighter relative to its “Female” counterpart. Seeing such contrasts felt significant to me,

47 The term “scaled” signifies that I normalized the data. The intent of this was to create more of a distribution
amongst the demographic mean responses, and consequently create greater contrast in the heat map. I did this by
taking the mean responses across all demographics for each question, and then normalizing the data so that the
resulting mean for the question was zero, and that there was a unit variance.
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because of what we previously mentioned around understanding one’s self via one’s nexus of
relationships. If the way one understands one’s self is based on the connections of those around
us, would it not make sense that some characteristics — such as the cultural characteristic of one’s
sex — would also change how one perceives themselves or pursues connection? Such differences
were exactly what [ was looking for when deciding on an ideal, qualitative population. Those
differences would bring diversity of representation for how different groups might experience
Instagram.

In reviewing the heatmap for this specific counterpart contrast, I felt they were most significant
for three specific groups. Those groups were the sex demographic (i.e., “Male” and “Female”),
the multiple, permanent identity demographic (i.e., multiple Instagram accounts or having a
BeReal account), and the “healthy relationship” demographic (i.e., “DisGroup,” “NeutGroup,”
and “AgrGroup”). These groups are highlighted in in Figure 26.
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Figure 26. Scaled demographic heat map (contrast annotated).
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In tying it back to the study’s framework, I felt like the pronounced nature of these
demographics’ contrasts made sense. Beginning with the sex demographic, the idea that sex
might differentiate one’s Instagram experience aligns with it being a prime cultural
characteristic. It also aligned with other research on the topic.*®

48 For a review on Instagram studies investigating platform effect differences between male and female users, please
see: David Schweikert, “Is Instagram Causing Poorer Mental Health Amongst Teen Girls?”” (United States Congress
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For those of the “multiple permanent identity” demographic, this ties back into the study’s
framework about how one choses to navigate the hybrid stage. For someone with a BeReal or
secondary Instagram account, this enables them to interact with the hybrid stage differently as
these accounts may be specifically geared towards certain audiences. This consequently could
shift their perceived experience of Instagram relative to their non-secondary counterparts.

Lastly, for those of within the “healthy relationship” demographic, it made sense that those who
perceive their relationship with Instagram differently might perceive their relationship with
Instagram differently. Overall, I found the logic for these three demographic types to be quite
appealing.

That being said, I also understood that “eyeballing” a color visual might not be the best analysis
for picking my participant pool, even if the results were supported by the study’s framework. To
help validate my heat map results, I decided to also run a k-means calculation to try and cluster
the various demographics.*” A visual of the k-means results are shown in Figure 27, with a full
explanation of the process available in the interview section of Appendix A. In short, the idea
behind doing a k-means calculation was to see which demographics were the most similar. Those
which shared similarities were then placed into groups (also known as clusters). Figure 27 shows

that the k-means calculation found three common groups amongst the demographics from Table
3.

Joint Economic Committee, December 1, 2021),
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/republicans/2021/12/is-instagram-causing-poorer-mental-health-
among-teen-girls# ednrefl7.

49 K-means is clustering method for configuring X number of observations into Y number of clusters based on a
localized, calculated mean. In this case, I used the demographic response mean for each of the questions as my
observations of interest. For calculating the optimal number of clusters, I used two different methods: a Within Sum
of Squares method (also known as WSS) and average silhouette width. This optimal cluster process is discussed
more in Appendix A under the initial interview section.
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Figure 27. K-means clustering based on a scaled, mean demographic response.
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As seen in the figure, the k-means clustering seems to validate the heatmap contrast within our
three demographic types of interest. This is seen by how each of these three group’s counterparts
are placed in separate clusters. For the three possible “healthy relationship” statuses, those can be
found in Cluster 1, 2, and 3. For the sex and “multiple permanent identity”” demographic types,
their respect counterparts are shown divided in Clusters 1 and 3.

Using all of this as validation, I began planning my interview recruitment around these three
demographic types. A representation of this is shown in Table 4. Additionally, understanding
that this would be more time intensive than deploying a survey, I planned to interview five
participants from each square of the grid. This is also shown in Table 4.
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Table 4. The resulting participant grid.

Those who have a BeReal 5 participants (balanced 5 participants (balanced 5 participants (balanced
account and a secondary or between male and female) between male and female) between male and female)
multiple Instagram

accounts50

Those who do not have a 5 participants (balanced 5 participants (balanced 5 participants (balanced
BeReal account and do not between male and female) between male and female) between male and female)

have secondary or multiple
Instagram accounts

Upon finalizing the participant grid, the next step was verifying that my participant population
had sufficient people in each grid square. Running the numbers based on the participants who
expressed interest in a potential follow-up study, I found the participant pool was theoretically
sufficient. Those numbers are shown in Table 5.

Table 5. The participant grid with the number of qualified individuals

Those who have a BeReal 8 female; 3 male 8 female, 7 male 21 female, 9 male
account and a secondary or

multiple Instagram

accounts

Those who do not have a 11 female; 21 male 16 female, 23 male 27 female, 56 male

BeReal account and do not
have secondary or multiple
Instagram accounts

Lastly, the final step towards my ideal subset population was selecting the five participants in
each grid square. To do so, I created a list of objectives to balance out the skews in the original,
general survey participant pool (i.e., ethnic skew towards White and Asian, age skew towards

30 The reason I categorized this with an AND instead of an OR is because I didn’t want people who straddled
between the two main clusters. Thus, both the top and bottom rows have an AND statement. This consequently
dropped the initial, participant target audience from 364 to 210.
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older, etc.). I then prioritized those objectives based on my perception of importance. That

priority list and its subsequent justifications are shown in Table 6.

Table 6. Framework for 5-participant, grid selection

Selection of "outlier”
1 respondents51

Diversification of participant perspective.

Diversification of the
2 | Ethnicity demographic

To balance skewed Ethnicity demographic; this is given priority over
the other demographics as there was a larger skew within this
demographic than either the Age or Sex demographics.

Diversification of the
3 | Age demographic

To balance the skew in the Age demographic; this is given priority over
the Sex demographic as the skew is larger.

Ensured Male and
Female were within a 2- | To ensure we keep a relatively balanced response within the Sex
4 | 3 split demographic.

This ultimately resulted in our final, ideal, 30-person, participant pool. A visualization of these

participants and their sex, age, ethnicity, and grid characteristics is shown in Figure 28.

1 When I was manually reviewing the roughly 400 general survey responses, I noticed that most of the survey

responses followed a specific pattern. This is something I expected, similar to how 95% of participants fall within 2
standard deviations of the mean within a normally distributed bell curve. However, in reviewing all the responses, |
found that there were 6 respondents that I felt were drastically different than all of the other respondents. With their
being such a small amount of them (i.e., 6 out of almost 400), I felt it would be good to prioritize these participants

for the diversification of perspective.
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Figure 28. Ideal, participant pool’s characteristics.

18yearsof 19years 20years 21years 22years

age of age of age of age of age

Asian @ @ ‘ Key:
®
— Red = DioDag Soph
Blac ™ ‘ @ Yellow = DioDag NSoph
Green = Neut + Soph
v ‘ @ Indigo = Neut + NSoph

Purple = AgoSag + Soph
Pink = AgoSag + NSoph
"M" = Male
"F" = Female

Qeo e
Qe @

Other .

@

White

©
®
®
@

®®
®

SOURCE: Author’s analysis.

Working from an ideal to the actual, subset, population of interest

Upon launching the initial interview signups via Prolific, it became very obvious to me that
getting responses from everyone in the ideal, participant pool might be too unrealistic. After five
days of waiting, I decided it may be better to recruit as many of the eligible participants as
possible, while still maintaining that 30-participant limit. Understanding that some participant
types were rarer than others, I elected to recruit people to the study in waves.

Taking the 210 participants from Table 5, I categorized the participants into 5 wave groups. Such
categorizations were made based on the same priorities listed in Table 6, with participants being
pulled equally from within the six population grids. If a population grid no longer had any
eligible participants, participants were then pulled equally from whatever participant grids
remained.

With Wave 1 being the highest priority group, I elected to give them four days to respond before
inviting other waves to the study. Waves 2 through 5 were all invited a day after each other, with
a follow-up message being sent to all waves four days after their initial invites had been sent.

Upon spots still being available after the follow-up message to Wave 5, I decided to negate the

AND statement from Table 5. This effectively raised our eligible participant pool from 210
participants to 364 participants. Those respondents were then reached out to all at once, and
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given eight days before receiving a follow-up message about the study. A summary of this wave
experience is displayed in Table 7.

Table 7. Wave recruitment process

1] 1-30 Day 1 Day 5

2 | 31-60 Day 6 Day 10
3| 61-90 Day 7 Day 11
4 | 91-120 Day 8 Day 12
5 | 121-210°2 Day 9 Day 13
6| 211-364 Day 13 Day 21

Ultimately, recruitment to join the ethnographic part of the study lasted four weeks, occuring
from the end of April 2023 to the end of May 2023. Within that span, 17 of the 364 participants
entered the study, with 16 of those participants finishing all of the study’s remaining phases. A
visualization of those participants and their sex, age, ethnic, and grid characteristics are shown in
Figure 29. The key has been updated from Figure 28 to include Wave 6 type participants, whom
are denoted with the grid type “Strad.”

32 Wave 5 was given a non-standard, 90 participant class because almost all fidelity in grid type and ethnicity had
been lost at that point.
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Figure 29. Actual, participant pool’s characteristics.
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Recruitment notes and reflections

In comparing the ideal participant pool to the actual participant pool, one can see that there were
less participants than initially planned, as well as less of a balanced distribution across all of the
illustrated characteristics. With regards to former, my assumption is that the issue was four-fold.
Those issues and their respective explanations are presented in Table 8. As for the distribution
issue, this arrived as a combination of the limited participants and the 364-participant pool. Some
demographic types were just rarer, and the limited number of participants compounded that.
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Table 8. Assumptions for the limited number of participants.

My study population demographic falls within the age range for
attending university. With the qualitative data phases occurring
The calendar timing of the throughout May and June, this would have aligned with the timing of

qualitative data collection finals or the beginning of summer. Participants may have not been on
phases Prolific during this time frame.

The timing of the qualitative | Some participants engaged with the survey as early as February.

data collection phases Consequently, their conveyed interest in a follow-up study may have

relative to the general survey | faded between then and May.

With Prolific being geared towards survey studies, the commitment of a
longitudinal study may have been too large of a time commitment. An
The study format interview format may also have been too much for some users.>>
Participants could have changed their mind about their willingness to
participate in a social media study. This could be a variety of reasons, to
The topic matter of the study | include the potential sensitivity of the topic.

All that being said, I still felt comfortable going through with the 17 participants as they offered
both representation of all characteristics in the final pool (i.e., all sex, age, ethnicity, and the
three “healthy relationship” types were met), as well as the continuity from the general survey.
Moreover, the 24% response to the study invitation made me feel confident that participants had
sufficient time to join the study. >*

33 Of note: one of the 364 participants asked to be removed from the study recruitment for this very reason. She
stated that she had a change of heart, and realized that an interview format just made her “too uncomfortable.”

>4 When a participant elects to take a study spot on Prolific, Prolific provides these to researchers as listed
interactions. From these provided interactions, I found that 87 of the 364 messaged participants had at one point
taken a study spot for my study. It is from this that the 24% response is calculated.

The reason that only 17 of the 87 interactions resulted in a continuation of the study, is that a participant is not
required to finish a study when taking a study spot. For example, participants are able to “return” their study spot if
for some reason they don’t wish to continue (i.e., they read the consent statement and decide they would rather not
partake in the study). Doing so opens up that study spot back to other eligible participants, and the participant does
not receive the compensation for that study.

Of note: the rate of participants that were aware of the study may have been higher than 24%, with the interactions
just not having been noted due to the participant not accepting a study spot. For me, the 24% known respondent rate
made me feel confident that my invitation was successfully reaching participants. For participants who didn’t record
such interactions, I just assumed that they were either not interested in the study, or were not on Prolific to view the
study invitation.
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5. Understanding Young Adults on a More Personal Level

Constructing the initial interview questions

In Chapter 2, we discussed the pros and cons of a characteristic centric view of identity, and the
consequent rationale for shifting to an identity formation framework; we sought a more wholistic
view. This is the very approach I sought when looking to bolster the general survey results. If
this quantitative data was my “characteristic view” of the participant’s relationship with
Instagram, the best way to bolster it would be to capture the development of the participant’s
relationship with Instagram over time. Ultimately, this led me to constructing initial interview
questions around topics such as: what brought the user to the platform, how their Instagram use
had changed over time, how that current relationship made them feel, what they liked or disliked
about the platform, and why they had chosen to return or to stay on the platform; all of these
questions geared towards a more wholistic view.

In analyzing the notes from the initial interviews, I found the best way to understand the
participant story was to focus on a singular question, and then compare all of the participant
responses from that question.>> Consequently, I present the data here in the same manner,
moving through the questions chronologically as presented to participants in the interview. For
an uncut list of these questions, please reference the initial interview section in Appendix A.
Logistical notes for these initial interviews can also be found in the same section.

The initial interview responses

The first thing I wanted to understand about my interviewees was their beginning: what initially
drove them to the platform,>® as well as when they had joined the platform.3” Predominantly, all
participants seemed to have joined Instagram relatively young (i.e., 13-14 years of age on
average) and to keep up with their friends. However, past this point in the interviews, everything
started to diverge.

33 Other techniques I tried were comparing participants based on their identified traits from Figure 21 (i.e., sex,
ethnicity, age, and response to the health question). Overall, I didn’t find any real narrative specific to those
characteristic types. Part of this may have just been that the participant pool was too small.

%6 In the interview, the question was presented as: “how long have you been an Instagram user?”’

37 Presented as: “What got you into the Instagram platform?”
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When asking participants about how their use has evolved from when they initially joined,>®
“friends” seemed to have significantly been removed from the picture. For reference, 14 of the
17 participants mentioned friends as some part of their current Instagram use. However, as far as
it being their principal use on the platform, that number drops to 8 of 17. In the place of
“friends,” other participants mentioned things such as entertainment (x3),%° hobbies (x3),%°
influencers (x1), being an influencer (x1), and having an online presence (x2) as their main
reason for staying on the platform. Maybe shocking to some, a few participants even told me that
they don’t really follow friends or “anyone they know” for that matter. I found this to be such a
far cry from the original motivation that many participants expressed at the beginning of the
Interview.

When moving to the topic of their current relationship with Instagram,! the participant responses
mirrored their health categorizations from Table 29; predominantly “good,” a couple “neutral,”
and a couple “unhealthy” responses. I expected this type of mirroring. However, something I did
not expect was that regardless of their health self-evaluation, all participants seemed to define
Instagram health in the same manner.®?> Every response revolved around this idea of control
within their Instagram relationship.

Now, to clarify, not all participants actually used the word “control” when talking about their
idea of health. However, what participants did talk about was either time spent on the application
or an understanding that Instagram is not real life, and I would argue that in both cases,
participants are really talking about controlling agency and balance in their relationship with
Instagram.

With the former, agency and balance appears as the ability to self-regulate time on Instagram,
and to not allow Instagram to interfere with everyday life. If participants felt like they could
“control how much time” they were on Instagram and that their use didn’t “prohibit” them,
participants leaned towards stating that they had a healthy relationship with the app. If
participants felt like they were “spending too much time,” were “addicted to it,” or were opening
the app more than wished, they expressed discontent, worry of an unhealthy relationship, or said
they had an unhealthy relationship with Instagram.

38 «“What do you use Instagram for?” “Tell me what a typical Instagram session looks like?”

39 "What keeps me on IG is the stuff that IG provides: the entertainment, the reels. I think a lot of people are like
that; friends play a role."

60 «[1t’s] more of discovery now or to keep up with hobbies; not really for friends anymore.”
61 “What is your current relationship with Instagram?”

62 “How do you define a healthy relationship on Instagram?” “How would you define an unhealthy relationship with
Instagram?”
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As for the cognizance of Instagram is not real life, agency and balance appear in how one thinks
about themselves. If participants were able to take Instagram at “face value” and “don’t
compare,” they said they had a healthy relationship with Instagram. Such cognizance seemed to
provide protection from fear of missing out, toxicity, and “fake” culture.®?

Instagram routine was also something I asked participants,®* as I thought a participant’s routine
might supplement their reason for using the app. Overall, I found this to be true as many of our
participant’s used the app as either a time filler, as part of their daily routine (i.e., when waking
up, before bed, etc.), or when they were seeking connection. All of these I would consider an
extension of either the entertainment motivation for using Instagram (i.e., to view videos,
memes, etc.), or the connection motivation for using Instagram (i.e., to connect with friends,
influencers, people of similar hobbies, etc.).

Questions about emotions felt via Instagram, things participants liked about Instagram,%® and
happiness on Instagram were all largely based on the participant’s primary motivation for using
Instagram.®” Of note, I found it interesting that regardless of which of the two main drivers
participants aligned with, almost all participants felt like “happiness” was not the right word to
describe their Instagram experience. Within the entertainment category, this seemed to be a
result of participants using the app more as a time filler, and thus, not providing enough
significance to render happiness. For participants who fell more in the connection motivation of
using Instagram, they too seemed to stray from happiness as a result from their disassociation of
Instagram as “real.”

This idea of a “fake culture” continued to perpetuate in the “dislikes of Instagram” topic.®® Other
topics that arose included privacy concerns, concerns about misinformation and disinformation,
and then a conglomeration of comments on the user interface and experience (i.e., Ul / UX).
Such comments included topics such as the addictiveness of the Instagram platform, discontent
in the Instagram algorithm, the number of advertisements within the newsfeed, and the capability
to search for reels.

63 To quote one of my participants: “I think [having a healthy relationship on Instagram] comes down to two
things... [with the second thing being] I understand on all social media platforms that negativity and toxicity exist,
to include people of what they are doing — usually a lush lifestyle.”

64 «“When do you usually go on Instagram (i.e., time of day, when feeling a certain way, etc.)?”

65 «What emotions do you associate with Instagram?”

66 «What do you like about Instagram?”

67 Happiness on Instagram was presented as: “do you feel like it [Instagram] makes you happier?”

68 «“What do you not like about Instagram?” “What is the biggest problem you have with it?”
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To wrap up the interview, I had series of niche questions and then a concluding question for
participants. Beginning with those niche questions, I first asked participants about how they
digested data while on Instagram.®® The idea of this was to see if there was a correlation between
how users primarily digested data on Instagram and how they experienced or felt about
Instagram. Ultimately, I didn’t find any correlation. However, I did note that the newsfeed and
stories were the most popular mediums used.

The remaining niche questions were all based on the follow-up questions from the general
survey. Ultimately, for participants who reactivated or recreated their Instagram account, who
had secondary or multiple Instagram accounts, or who also had a BeReal account, I wanted to
further understand why they made those decisions.”®’!”2 My initial hypothesis for these questions
was that each of those actions would have been made based on the intimacy or connection driver.
From the responses received, that hypothesis was seemingly proven correct. Those who
reactivated or deleted their Instagram accounts came back to Instagram out of a desire to
reconnect or connect with new communities. For those with a BeReal or secondary Instagram
account, it was their way of establishing further or more authentic connection outside of the
confines of a singular, permanent identity platform. They felt that having multiple account
allowed them to more directly address and interact with certain groups.’?

Lastly, I concluded the interview with participants by asking them about how they would change
the platform if given the power.”* Similar to the “dislikes of Instagram” topic, the responses were
largely based around either Instagram’s culture (i.e., “toxicity,” making it “less fake,” etc.), or
the Ul / UX (i.e., less reels, reverting to a chronological newsfeed, less advertisements in the
news feed, etc.).

Introducing the initial interview narrative

Taking all of this information from the initial interviews, I approached thinking about the study’s
narrative by looking at the current narrative from the general survey, looking at the highlights

69 «“What’s the way you primarily digest data on Instagram?”

70 As applicable: “I saw in your survey response that you mentioned that you had deleted or deactivated your
Instagram account. What drove you to do so, and what brought you back [to Instagram]?”

T As applicable: “I saw in your survey response that you mentioned that you had a BeReal account. How would you
describe your relationship with BeReal, and how is it similar or different than Instagram?”

2 As applicable: “I saw in your survey response that you mentioned that you had a secondary Insta? Why is that?
Do you feel like it offers you something different than what you get on BeReal? If so, how so?”

73 To quote one participant: “I just wanted something more private where I can be authentic.”

74« you could change the Instagram platform in one way, what would it be?”
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from the initial interview data, and then seeing how it all related to the study’s overall
framework. Ultimately, upon reviewing each of these segments, I felt like the initial interviews
both bolstered the general survey findings, coincided within the framework, yet took the
narrative to a place I didn’t expect. For me, a lot of that expectation starts with the mission and
my pre-study misconception of the platform.

If one remembers from the general survey, one of the first things I was interested about was
whether participants agreed on the Instagram mission, and then whether they thought Instagram
actually fulfilled that mission. The general survey results showed a consensus in both, and that
made me feel like there was this tension within the general survey narrative. How could users
feel like Instagram was successfully fulfilling its mission, while also acknowledging a hollowed
relationship with friends online?

The answer to that is that I made a bad assumption. I assumed that Instagram was friend driven,
and I think the initial interviews show that it is not. In fact, Instagram, as shown back in Figure 5,
doesn’t even market itself as a friend-based platform; it markets itself as community-based
platform. While this may seem to be splitting hairs, I actually think there is a substantial
difference. Community does not necessitate that people find strength in every connection, but
more so that people are enabled to form connections with others. In the case of Instagram, I think
the interviews show that Instagram does that quite well. The caveat is that instead of that
community coming from strong friend connections, that community derives from a diversity of
other connections. Strength is found elsewhere, spread out amongst things such as hobbies,
entertainment, pop culture, and escapism.”>

So yes, Instagram does fulfill its mission; it does provide a community. However, can this type
of community replace the “realness” lost from Instagram? The participant response suggests not,
and I don’t think this it’s necessarily Instagram’s fault, nor the fault of its users. In fact, I think
that comes from the current limitations of what one can be online, and that Instagram relies on a
“singular, permanent identity” format. Singular profiles are made by users,’® content is shared
simultaneously with multiple users, and not everyone viewing one’s post shares the same level of
intimacy with the sharer. Thus, when people share content, they limit themselves to the lowest
level of expected intimacy within their audience. This consequently makes shared content “less

75 In one of my favorite interviews, one participant described this escapism to me in the context of being an
LGTBAQ, person of color. Via Instagram, she talked about she was able to “talk to other people that were going
through the same thing,” which is something she seemed to have lacked within her local, physical community. She
described that connective, Instagram experience as “incredible.”

76 This is not meant to mean that all users only have one profile. Moreover, users are made of singular profiles, and
each of those profiles has limitations to them.
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real,” because it is shared to the lowest common denominator.”” This is illustrated in terms of the
framework in Figure 30, with the idea that a “front stage connection” is the only thing that is
now shared.

Figure 30: Updated version of “receiving connection via Instagram.”

Q O —P1 Front stage

~—JPp1 Back stage

A ——P| Off stage

Person has connection types selects stage but gives only one type
SOURCE: Author’s analysis.

o

All this being said, if we are really to describe interactions on Instagram in this way, what does
that make these relationships? My answer to this actually comes from a celebrity discussion that
I had with one of my participants. She described celebrities — who are often public facing figures
with public facing accounts — as businesses. To fully quote her statement:

“Celebrity pages are kind of like a business; [ don’t expect them to share their dirty laundry.
Business is business, and friends is for real stuff. I feel like that there is a disconnect now
between real life and social media.”

Granted, I understand that not all Instagram users are celebrities. However, because of the front
stage dynamic that is occurring, I do think the business analogy holds for interactions between
Instagram profiles. Just like a business, people only share what they would feel comfortable
showing their potential consumer base (i.e., potential viewers of the post). This then leads to a
“best” or “curated” image being shown, with the maintenance of this image leading to a singular
relationship with all consumers.

77 Of note, “finstas” are popularized for this very reason as they can raise the “lowest common denominator.”
However, the reason they are not presented as a solution to this dynamic is that they also block large sections of the
hybrid stage. This presents a problem to participants between accessing or not being able access the entirety of the
stage, with full access to the stage being something participants don’t wish to lose. This consequently pushes keeps
users connected to the overall, Instagram culture, and also explains why “finstas” are generally considered
secondary and not main accounts.
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Now, to be clear, I don’t think a “singular relationship” is necessarily a bad thing. However, I
think the depth lost in this singularity — a person’s flaws, intricacies, quirks, etc. — may be harder
to stomach for people if they know that person in real life. Consequently, I think this is why we
see this shift in participants from “friends” as their primary driver. People have just become
aware of that real life delineation, have adjusted their expectation of intimacy accordingly, and
then found that people they don’t know in real life are sometimes just easier to follow.”®

From the initial interview narrative to the journaling and intervention phase

Within the initial interviews, there was a lot of discussion from participants around the “fake
culture” of Instagram, or disliking the culture of Instagram. However, something I found
interesting was that when the interview topic switched from dislikes about Instagram to
something the participant would change about the platform, the discussion around Instagram
culture dropped significantly. Instead, most participants prioritized discussing Instagram’s UI /
UX, speaking on things such as the reverting to the chronological newsfeed format, more control
in suggested content, or less advertisements in the newsfeed.

Personally, I found this quite significant as I think it rounds out our previous discussion on
Instagram culture. Yes, participants acknowledge that Instagram’s culture is something they
dislike, something that isn’t authentic, or a combination of both. However, most participants
have also already adjusted their expectations, and consequently, do not see it as a pressing issue.
It simply comes with the territory.

In place of that, the initial interview data shows that participants were really pressed about two
other issues. Firstly, we have the aforementioned Ul / UX. Secondly, we have the time
component; participants view controlling their time on Instagram as essential to having a healthy
relationship with it.

With these two problems in mind, I transitioned to the final phases of the study — shifting focus
from identifying problems with the Instagram user experience, to testing interventions that might
better the user experience. This was conducted in two parts, with the first being a seven-day
journaling and intervention period that immediately proceeded a participant’s initial interview.
The second part was the exit interview phase, where I tried to garner feedback on how those
interventions actually went. Both of these phases are detailed in the subsequent chapter.

78 1 found this sentiment to be particularly strong from people who no longer followed anyone on Instagram that
they knew in real-life. I would say it was also significantly strong from the general participant population.
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6. Journaling, Interventions, and the Participant Perspective

Constructing the journaling and interventions

So far when we have talked about Instagram — user relationship dynamics, a lot of the discussion
has been around the culture. We have talked about the “fakeness” that often is assigned to it, we
have talked about why that culture exists, and we have talked about how users have adjusted
their expectations over time. However, in this topic of user relationship dynamics, there is more
to the topic than just what users choose to share about themselves. There is also the medium by
which they share content, and that, in itself, creates different experiences for different users.

To give a non-Instagram example of this, I would ask the reader to think about the difference
between a friend texting them versus that same friend video calling them. For some readers, they
might find this to be the exact same experience. However, I would argue for some people — to
include myself — these provide vastly different experiences for a variety of different reasons. Part
of that could be the senses engaged, such as eyesight in one, versus eyesight and hearing in the
other. Part of that could be the content of the conversation, such as a call being about something
more urgent, while a text might be about something less urgent. Part of that could even be the
perceived effort or intention of the interaction, such as a video call taking more effort and thus,
being more noteworthy or special, versus a text taking less effort, and thus, being less
noteworthy or special.

Coming back to our discussion of Instagram, I would argue Instagram interactions can be
thought of in the same manner. Not all Instagram interactions are created equal, and to use the
language from the study’s framework, I think that is because different interactions offer different
levels of perceived intimacy. For example, viewing a “close friends” story versus a normal story
may feel more authentic to the viewer.” Receiving a friend’s post via a direct message from
them may feel more intentional than finding that same post via the newsfeed. Ultimately, this all
accumulates in either fulfilling or not fulfilling one’s expectation of intimacy with the sharer,
consequently altering one’s experience.

This is the mindset I entered with into the final phases of the study. For my intervention, I
wanted something that would stress and pronounce the effects of a specific style of Instagram

79 “Close friends” stories are a custom-list deviation from the standard, story sharing mechanic. It entails a user
limiting a story’s visibility to a list of people they have designated as “close friends.” Viewers are able to discern
when such stories are shared with them due to a “close friends” designation appearing on the story. However, the
viewer is not able to tell who else is on the sharer’s “close friends™ lists, nor if they are later removed from the list.
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interaction, and then see how, if at all, this changed the participants’ sentiments from the initial
interviews.

Considering the most common ways that people find content on Instagram, I elected to choose
the newsfeed, the story feed, and the search function as my mediums of choice. For the actual
intervention, I asked participants to choose one of these three mediums, and then to limit
themselves to just that medium over the course of the intervention period. My thought process
was that through this limitation, the ability to see the effects of a specific medium would be
significantly easier.

In addition to their chosen limitation, something I also asked participants to do was to fill out a
daily journal entry. These were conducted as short, five-minute surveys via Prolific, and always
presented participants with the same four questions:®°

e How many times were you on Instagram today (approximate is fine)?

e How much time did you spend on it?

e What’s the most memorable or surprising thing you saw on Instagram today?
e What effects did Instagram have on you today (i.e., good, bad, other, etc.)?

Ultimately, I designed these journal entries as a way to provide quick engagements and reflection
for participants, while also creating supplemental data for the exit interviews. This then all
culminated with the execution of those exit interviews, where I received feedback on the
interventions, the journaling experience, and on the overall study.

The exit interview responses

To begin each of these exit interviews, the first thing I wanted to focus on was the participant’s
intervention selection: which intervention, and why?¥! Of the 16 participants that completed the
exit interviews, 9 selected stories, 4 selected the newsfeed, and 3 selected the search function.
When prying into their reasoning for their selection, participants interestingly fell into a similar,
three bucket distribution. The most popular of the three was that the limitation either matched
their original use most, or that it seemed the easiest to complete. The second most common

80 For further information on the journaling questions and execution, please reference the journaling and
intervention section in Appendix A.

81 This question was presented as: “Firstly, which intervention did you choose, and why did you select that
intervention instead of the other two?”
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reason revolved around the applicability to the participant’s interest.3? Lastly, the least common
reason was participants wanting to try something different than their normal use. Not
coincidently, all those participants selected the search function mechanism as their medium of
choice.

As far as how the actual intervention went,®? participants predominantly reported either a
“neutral” (x9) or a helpful effect (x6). For those that responded with neutral, they reported that
their general experience didn’t change, even if the intervention did change their interactions on
Instagram.® For those that reported a helpful effect, they often spoke of things such as less time
or distraction on Instagram, a feeling of greater connection, or a greater understanding of their
relationship with Instagram. As for the one participant who reported negative effects, they
described a heightened fear of missing out, and subsequent increase in their TikTok usage.

Unlike the intervention feedback, participants reported no negative effects from the journaling
process.® In fact, participants were split evenly between those who found the journaling process
positive, and those who felt it had a neutral effect. Of those who found the process positive, the
common responses | received were that they liked the reflective aspect of the journaling, that it
made them feel more cognizant of their time on the app, and that they felt more in control of
their relationship with Instagram. For those who reported a neutral effect, they again responded
that their experience was unaffected.

Transitioning to questions on the overall study, I ask participants if their initial interview
response had changed for what they would change about the Instagram platform.3¢ Interestingly
enough, 15 of the 16 participants responded that their opinion remained unchanged, or that the
journaling and intervention period had further reinforced their opinion. For the one participant

8 Asan example of this, one of the participants in this category prioritized quality of connection. Consequently,
when selecting their limitation, they selected the medium that they thought would lead to the most authentic
interactions.

83 This question was presented as: “How did the intervention go? Was it significant? Did it make things better or
worse?”

84 As an example of this, one of the participants reported that the newsfeed limitation caused them to view more
influencer content over their normal friend content. However, when asked about the overall effect this had on their
experience, they responded that their experience hadn’t really changed. They just noted that maybe the story feed
was more of a “friends” thing.

85 This question was presented as: “Have the journals affected the way you think of Instagram?”

86 This was presented to participants as: “Has the way you would change the platform (i.e., Instagram) changed at
all?” Participants were also reminded of their initial interview response before asking this question.
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that had changed their opinion, their response shifted from “unsure,” to limiting the effects of
suggested content.®’

Switching to a hypothetical, I asked participants to imagine redoing this study, with the caveat
that they had to create their own limitation.®® My intention in this was that in providing them
with the option to create their own intervention, whatever they chose would reflect the area of
their relationship that concerned them most. Interestingly enough, 8 of the 16 participants
responded with some form of time limitation. This ranged from a daily time limit on the app, to
the number of times they could open the app, to keeping their chosen medium restriction from
the intervention period. The remainder of the responses were things such as post-sharing,
interactions via commenting on posts, and changing their driver for using the app.

Lastly, I ended the exit interview by asking for recommendations on potential, future runs of the
study.? To combat the open-ended nature of this question, I initially presented it to participants
with prompts around interventions.’® However, even with these prompts, I found participants
often offering suggestions outside of the intervention scope. Of note, the most common non-
intervention recommendation received was the expansion of the study to other social media
platforms (x5).°!

The exit interview narrative

When we concluded the initial interviews, we left the phase acknowledging that Instagram’s
culture was not the primary issue. Instead, the real issues were the Instagram Ul / UX and
participant’s relationship with time on Instagram. I think the exit interviews resoundingly show
that those assumptions were correct, and that the medium of interaction doesn’t change that.

87 To quote the participant: “I wish I could sort my feed between the suggested content and my friends’ posts. I feel
like the suggested content — while interesting — takes away from the experience.”

88 This was presented to participants as: “If you were going to do this study again but you got to choose your own
intervention, what would that intervention be?”

89 This was presented to participants as: “If you were going to make a recommendation for a future run of this study,
what would it be? This could be related to the type of interventions, the study’s format, the study’s scope, etc.”

90 This was initially presentation of this to participants was: “If you were going to make a recommendation for a
future run of this study, what kind of intervention would you recommend? Would you change any of the
interventions?” However, when the majority of participants started giving responses outside of the intervention
scope, I changed it to the format in the above footnote.

1 Of note, the intervention style recommendations only totaled 6 of the 16 participant responses. This made me feel
like the social media expansion recommendation carried greater weight, as even with the initial prompts, it almost
equaled the intervention response.
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However, instead of just concluding that we have identified the right problems, I think the exit
interviews also tell us more about this user-relationship dynamic. In fact, I think it leads us right
back to the topic of expectation, but maybe not in the way one would think.

So far in the study, when we have talked about expectation, we have talked about expectation of
connection: the idea that people expect a certain type of connection with others around them.
This expectation varies from relationship to relationship, but for our purposes, we have thought
about it with regards to the fulfillment of that expectation. When unfulfilled, that can lead to
negative effects such as loneliness, disappointment, or sadness. This, in turn, creates a
connection issue, which Instagram users seem to have solved by adjusting their expectations.
They can acknowledge the culture, adjust accordingly, and then avoid the unfulfillment.

Something we have not discussed, however, is the user expectation of Instagram, and I think that
expectation is the context which our pressing problems reside. I think the study shows that while
users may accept the cultural problems of Instagram, users still expect that the app, itself, does
not interfere with their main driver for using the application. Specifically looking at the “how
would you change Instagram” prompt, a lot of that reported interference seems to come in the
form of distraction. Participants identified this in numerous formats, to include: the mindlessness
of scrolling, the refreshing of content within the app,’ suggested content in the newsfeed,
targeted advertisements, and the number of content formats available.”?

To combat the UI / UX problem, I think participants see time usage as a way of managing this
issue. Resultingly, one can find the mention of “time” throughout many parts of the study, to
include it being the majority response for the “if you choose your own intervention” prompt.
Tangentially, one can also find the inability to control time on the app to be a stressor.*

Of note, I think the last major takeaway from the exit interviews is that this “time control” aspect
is not Instagram specific. I found this specifically prevalent when discussing the “future study
recommendations” prompt. Participants who recommended expanding to other social media

92 The participant who mentioned this spoke about his frustration with turning of his phone while on Instagram,
unlocking his phone, and then finding the feed had been updated. He felt like this often made him lose the content he
had invested in.

93 To quote one of my participants, they commented how the number of formats on Instagram was “overwhelming.”
This was in the context of a conversation about them wanting IG to revert back to an older version of itself.

94 This inability to control time on the app ranged from staying on the app to long, to continually being drawn to the
app. Of note, one of my participants specifically described the app similar to a drug, with the idea that visits to
Instagram were like receiving a dose. To quote the conversation from the initial interviews:

Me: “What do you not like about Instagram? What is the biggest problem you have with it?”

Participant: “The addicting part of it... and actually, part of that is that there isn’t always something good on, and so
you keep going back to try and satisfy that itch.”
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platforms often referenced “time” as the aspect they wished to study. Others simply referenced
that they or others around them struggled with other social media platforms more, and that the
“time control” aspect was a primary issue.

60



7. Where Does This Fit Into the Broader Policy Picture?

Introduction

Throughout the course of the study, we have researched how young adults use Instagram, the
type of user-relationship dynamics that exist, and identified the relevant problems via interviews
and interventions. Taking these findings into consideration, we now arrive at the final stage of
the study: the implementation aspect. This chapter details that process through the development
and crafting of the study’s policy recommendations, and then provides perspective on those
recommendations relative to the current policy space.

Crafting policy recommendations from the study data

Leaving the exit interviews, we left with the clarity that the “time control” aspect and the UI /
UX were the two main concerns of our study population. Thus, when crafting my policy
recommendations, one of the first things I wanted to ensure was that I understood the dynamics,
range of problems, and any solutions that participants had mentioned throughout the study
process. I felt like targeting these specific aspects would lead to the best, potential
recommendations.

Upon reviewing the topic of time, I reaffirmed the dynamic that controlling one’s time was the
primary concern of the study participants. To help this dynamic, participants liked solutions that
provided them awareness of how they used their time. This was especially prevalent in the
journal entry data, where participants reported viewing their time usage throughout the week as a
positive experience.

As far as potential solutions, participants often mentioned the ability to set time limits. To
Instagram’s credit, this is something they have already implemented into their user interface.
Participants simply need to go to the same area of the profile where they can view their daily
time spent, and then set their time limit goal for the day. Instagram will then notify participants
when they have reached that limit.

However, something participants mentioned that Instagram does not have implemented into their
user interface is the ability to see how many times they have visited the application that day. This
topic arose from the journaling questions, where some participants mentioned how they wish
they could see this type of data. It also arose again in the exit interviews, where some
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participants said their “chosen limitation” would be limiting the number of times they were on
Instagram per day.”

Consequently, my policy recommendation regarding “time control” is that Instagram enables
their users to both see how many times they have visited the application that day, as well as set a
number limit and receive notifications for when that limit is reached. My intent is that this
mirrors the Instagram’s current application for viewing time spent on Instagram.

As far as the Ul / UX topic, this topic was far wider ranging than the participant response on
time. Feedback received included reducing the number of formats, the number of ads, suggested
content in the newsfeed, the types of content suggested by the algorithm, the addictiveness of
reels, Instagram’s content refreshing mechanism, user verification, and reverting to the newsfeed
to a chronological format. Ultimately, when parsing through the data, I found the two primary
dynamics being worry for other users (i.e., user verification), and wanting to be less distracted in
their Instagram experience (i.e., the remaining, listed feedback).

Beginning with the distraction aspect, my policy recommendation is for Instagram to give users
greater customization options in the way they digest data. Specific to this study, I think helpful
customization would include: giving users the option to switch between the chronological and
algorithm suggested, newsfeed format, allowing users to change which data formats are available
for them to view,’® and allowing users a more direct feedback mechanism for suggested
content.”’ In allowing such options, this could allow users to have greater control of their time on
Instagram, as well as view content that is more meaningful or pertinent. All of these suggestions
also wouldn’t affect the ability for Instagram to present advertisements to users, thus allowing
Instagram to still generate revenue.

As far as the idea of user verification, this appeared in a couple different formats throughout the
study. Initially, this included concerns for misinformation and disinformation spread, but as the

93 «“Chosen limitation” is in reference to the exit interview prompt about redoing the study with participants creating
their own limitation. The official wording of that question was as follows: “If you were going to do this study again
but you got to choose your own intervention, what would that intervention be?”

96 Some participants throughout the study suggested that some mediums were either more pertinent or less
distracting than others. Consequently, the idea of this would be to allow users to prioritize which mediums either
appear on their screen, or to be able to hide certain types of format from their experience.

97 This stems from multiple conversations I had with various study participants. In one of these cases, a participant
mentioned how while they didn’t mind the idea of suggested content, they felt like the filter wrongly identified
them. Another mentioned how the content they were being suggested made them feel “uncomfortable.” As a
solution to this, one of the participants mentioned that they wish they could directly tell the algorithm the topics that
interest them. I imagine one way for Instagram to implement this is allow participants to either input topics, or to
potentially remove topics that the algorithm has labeled for them.
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study continued, it finalized into a conversation around the protection of youth from Instagram’s
culture. This ties back into the conversation from the initial interviews about how cognizance
and awareness of Instagram culture allows one to take what they see at “face value.” For those
that mentioned age as an issue, they were concerned that the youth might not be mature enough
to have this awareness. Consequently, this could lead to mental health effects.

Currently, there is a variety of research being done on the effects of social media on teenagers,
and I acknowledge that this study has no data on such participants. That being said, between the
participant feedback and the study’s overall framework, I understand how age could be a
potential issue.

As far as an actual recommendation for the age dilemma, I do not think Instagram needs to
change their current age-based policies. To their credit, Instagram has already addressed the
protection of those under 18 in a multitude of ways, to include new resources for parents and
teens,’® as well as new processes for under 18 age verification.”!%’ Such changes are far different
than the resources that were available to participants when they first joined Instagram.

That being said, the participant story of having to form their own cognizance of real life versus
Instagram still illustrates a problem. Tying back to the study’s framework, one of the discussion
points for Instagram holding such power was due to the downfall of traditional institutions; that
the youth were left alone to navigate the online space, resulting in greater influence from their
peers and Instagram. To combat this problem, my policy recommendation is that the adults —
which in this case would be the United States government — reenter the online space so that the
youth do not have to navigate it alone. Specifically, I recommend that the United States
government develop a digital competency framework similar to the European Union.!°! This
would outline the standards for how people should conduct themselves both via social media, as

%% See: Instagram, “Continuing to Make Instagram Safer for the Youngest Members of Our Community,” March 17,
2021, https://about.instagram.com/blog/announcements/continuing-to-make-instagram-safer-for-the-youngest-
members-of-our-community.

9 Currently, Instagram’s age verification process includes three options, with those being uploading a government
ID, recording a selfie, and asking a mutual friend to verify their age. For more information on this process, please
reference: Instagram, “Introducing New Ways to Verify Age on Instagram,” June 23, 2022,
https://about.instagram.com/blog/announcements/new-ways-to-verify-age-on-instagram.

100 For a summary of the process, please reference: Andrew Hutchinson, “Instagram Expands Age Verification Tools
to More Regions,” Social Media Today, March 2, 2023, https://www.socialmediatoday.com/news/instagram-
expands-age-verification-tools-to-more-

regions/644042/#:~:text=Initially%20launched%20in%20the%20US, friends%20t0%20verify%20their%20age.

101 gee: European Commission. Joint Research Centre., DigComp 2.2, The Digital Competence Framework for
Citizens: With New Examples of Knowledge, Skills and Attitudes. (LU: Publications Office, 2022),
https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2760/115376.
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well as in their general use online. Moreover, the setting of such guidance could serve as a
framework for how schools might address this in youth education. This could then act as a
cultural shift, preparing the youth for whatever may arise online.

Aligning policy recommendations to the current space

To help contextualize the study’s policy recommendations, I wanted to briefly discuss the
current, social media, policy space. Specific to our study, the two relevant conversations are the
current discussions and rulings around the algorithm, and the idea of an age restrictions on
Instagram.

Beginning with the former, a lot of the political discussion over the last few years has been
around Section 230, the protection it provides social media platforms,'®? and whether or not it
should be changed. Most recently, Section 230 was challenged in the Supreme Court over the
responsibility of companies for algorithm, suggested content. In both cases, Section 230
prevailed.'” However, in a lower court ruling for a separate case, Section 230 was found to not
be adequate protection for a discriminatory advertising-based claim.!'%*

I detail these court cases to illustrate how the conversation around Section 230 is quite fluid.
Moreover, in the realm of responsibility for algorithm or advertisement related content, I think
the study’s recommendations on user control over viewed content is quite pertinent. In allowing
users to have greater influence on what they view, this may offer social media companies some
protection for being responsible for things such as suggested, or algorithmic driven content.

The other space I wished to highlight was the discussion around age limits on social media.
Currently, many of the popular social media companies have either a lower age limit (i.e.,
Instagram, Twitter, TikTok), or conditions specific to kids (i.e., YouTube). The interesting

102 Section 230 references the Communication and Decency Act of 1996, which protects sites like social media
platforms from being responsible for content posted by their users. For a strong summary of the statute, please
reference: Sarah Morrison, “Section 230, the Internet Law That Is under Threat, Explained” (Vox, February 23,
2023), https://www.vox.com/recode/2020/5/28/21273241/section-230-explained-supreme-court-social-media.

103 The cases in reference are Twitter v. Taanmeh and Gonzalez v. Google. For more background on these cases,
please reference: Robert Barnes and Cat Zakrzewski, “Supreme Court Rules for Google, Twitter on Terror- Related
Content,” The Washington Post, May 18, 2023, https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2023/05/18/gonzalez-v-
google-twitter-section-230-supreme-court/.

104 The case in reference is Rosemarie Vargas, et al v. Facebook. For further background on the case, please
reference: Cristiano Lima and David DiMolfetta, “After Supreme Court Losses, Section 230 Critics Notch a Notable
Win,” The Washington Post, no. The Technology 202 (June 28, 2023),
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2023/06/28/after-supreme-court-losses-section-230-critics-notch-
notable-win/.
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development in this space is that even with many platforms already enforcing some style of age
restriction, there are still quite a number of laws coming out regarding age restrictions. This
ranges from federal laws — such as drafted bills mandating a 16-year-old, social media, age
minimum — to state laws, such as the “pre-18-year-old” social media restrictions that were signed
in Utah.!%

I find this noteworthy to the study in how it contextualizes the user-age discussion. Even with
research on teenage social media effects still ongoing, the move to law-based, social media age
restrictions may be arriving regardless. This illustrates a far different approach than the study’s
recommendation of establishing a United States digital competency framework. In the current
pending legislation, this directly targets perceived content that the youth may be experiencing. In
a digital competency framework, the target is the youth’s behavior and conduct.

105 cristiano Lima and David DiMolfetta, “Incoming Senate Bill Would Set Age Limit for Kids on Social Media,” The
Washington Post, no. The Technology 202 (April 25, 2023),
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2023/04/25/incoming-senate-bill-would-set-age-limit-kids-social-
media/.
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8. Ethics and Implications

Introduction

While ethical considerations have been alluded to throughout the course of this document, one of
the things I wanted to provide the reader was a designated section for these considerations. Thus,
this chapter exists as a means of conglomerating and providing greater clarity on some of the
study’s ethics.

With regards to the content of the chapter, the ethics are divided into two primary sections.
Firstly, the chapter will discuss some of the ethical considerations made in the study’s design.
Secondly, it will provide an ethical commentary on the study’s results. Both of these are
presented as such, below.

Ethics within the research design

Maybe the first and most primary aspect of research design ethics is the process of consent.
Researchers should always ensure that their participants understand the research they are
partaking in, ensure that participants are given the opportunity to consent, and then respect when
a user revokes consent. This aspect was implemented at each phase of the study, beginning with
all participants being prompted to a consent form as the first page of the Prolific survey.!% All
consent forms provided an overview and detailing of what was expected of the participant, to
include the aims of the study, the participant’s rights,'’” and what was being asked of them for
that specific study phase. Participants were also reminded of this verbally when partaking in the
interview phases.

Switching to Prolific specific aspects, Prolific requires all of its researchers to compensate
Prolific study participants. The way that Prolific enforces this is that it sets a minimum, hourly
compensation wage, and then allows users to pay more if they wish. For me, one of the ethical
considerations was the amount of which I was going to pay participants. To set my compensation
wage for the study, I ultimately used the Prolific compensation scale to see what it considers

196 Of note, all phases of the study used a Prolific survey, with the interview phases using the surveys as a form of
participant registration. This resulted in participants being prompted to and asked for their consent at each phase of
the study, to include each day of the journaling process. Participants who did not consent were blocked from the rest
of the survey via a survey mechanism, consequently losing the ability to answer survey prompts or sign up for an
interview data.

107 Examples of such rights included the ability to revoke consent and exit the study at any time, as well as the
ability to skip any questions without it affecting their compensation.
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“low,” “good,” and “great” compensation. I then selected a “good” compensation rating, and
then tried to be generous with the estimated time to complete each phase. Resultingly, I felt like I

was adequately compensating participants for their time.

Something else I considered was the amount of information I should ask or collect from
participants. In order to help limit that collection, I designed my survey, interview, and
journaling questions to avoid collecting any sensitive, personally identifiable information. In
practice, this aligned with Prolific’s personal identifier policy, which restricts researchers from
asking for information such as: first or last names, addresses, email addresses, and dates of
birth.!%® Specifically for the interviews, I also avoided video and audio recording conversations
with participants so as to not have any digital recordings.!?

In tandem with data collection, something I also considered was how to protect any collected
data. For data collected via surveys (i.e., the general surveys, journal entries, etc.), I ensured the
survey website matched the RAND security requirements relative to the data sensitivity. Upon
completing each phase, any survey data relative to the phase was downloaded locally, and then
subsequently removed from the survey site. Local data was then stored either on my RAND
encrypted computer, in the confines of my RAND office, or on my person. Raw study data was
not distributed to anybody, and will also be deleted upon publication approval for this report.

Lastly, the final consideration I made for the research design was the effect of the study on
participants. With regards to questions asked, the way I implemented this was by allowing
participants to skip any of the study’s questions without effect to their compensation. My
intention in this was to alleviate any pressure from participants from answering questions that
made them uncomfortable. Additionally, the other area that I considered effects was the
construction of the interventions. I strived to ensure that the interventions were not too taxing or
demanding on participants.

Broader implications of the work

With regards to the results of the study, one of the interesting things about policy-facing research
is the representative aspect of it. It is important to consider whether the study population is
representative or applicable to those who may be affected by the policy recommendations. In the
case of this study, that falls on whether the study population is really representative of the
general, 18 to 22-year-old, American Instagram population.

198 For more information, please reference: https://researcher-help.prolific.co/hc/en-gb/articles/360015378834 .

109 Participants were informed that the interview was not to be video, or audio recorded, and that I instead would be
taking handwritten notes.
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When trying to account for this in the study, I ran into two major problems with this. Firstly, the
Instagram data available was not of a sufficient granularity for my tracked age and ethnic
demographics.'!? Secondly, even if this data was available, there were also limits I faced into
controlling the types of participants I received. This ranged from the type of people that are
participants on the Prolific platform,!!! to recruiting issues like the ethnographic part of the
study.

Ultimately, when answering this question of presenting data that might not be fully
representative, I approached this in two ways. Firstly, I controlled the aspects of the study I could
control. This ranged from prioritizing diversity and representation amongst my available
demographic categories, to the number I selected for the general survey sample. Secondly, I tried
to be transparent in my research. This ranges from acknowledging such limitations or biases, to
the robustness of the details provided.

As for the ethics of the suggested implementations from the recommendations, I considered the
burden on Instagram and the United States government if they chose to execute their respective
recommendations. Ultimately, I didn’t perceive any of the recommendations as especially
burdensome.

110 A5 an example of this, while there is ethnic data available for the general, U.S. Instagram population, I couldn’t
find any demographic data that specifically categorizes ethnicity relative to the study’s age demographic.

U1 Ag an example of this, Prolific acknowledges that they have a WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich,
and Democratic) population bias. For reference, please see: https://researcher-help.prolific.co/hc/en-
gb/articles/360009501473-What-are-the-advantages-and-limitations-of-an-online-sample- .
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9. Conclusion

Summarizing the narrative and main findings

Throughout the study, we focused on the user-relationship dynamic as a means of diagnosing the
Instagram, platform-user relationship. This occurred via a general survey, a set of initial
interviews, a journaling and intervention period, and a set of exit interviews, and was guided by
the following, three research questions.

~

How do young adult users interact with Instagram?

2. What are some of Instagram’s shortcomings as reported by users? What are some
candidate interventions that might be helpful in addressing some of these shortcomings?

3. How might some of these interventions be implemented to address some of the user

concerns? What kind of policies might be implemented to help support or enable some of

these interventions?

Revisiting the research questions individually, we found that for Research Question 1, our
participants typically use Instagram as a means of community. This is primarily done in five
broad categories, with those being keeping up with or monitoring others, entertainment, hobbies,
self-expression or presentation of self, and news and business. These general categories align

with other research in the social media space.!!?

With regards to Research Question 2, we found that there were two primary Instagram
shortcomings. The first of these was the Instagram culture, which users often disliked but did not
see as a pertinent issue to their current, overall experience. The other part of this was the
distractive aspect of Instagram, which users did say hampered their overall experience.

As a means of addressing these shortcomings, we answer Research Question 3 by offering two
Instagram-level policy recommendations, and one federal policy recommendation. Beginning
with the former, the study recommends implementing an “app visits” interface similar to how
users can track the time spent on Instagram. This would enable users another option for viewing
time spent on Instagram, and consequently give enable them for better, self-regulation of their
time. Secondly, the study recommends user customization for the Instagram user interface. This
would allow users to see desired content more quickly, with recommendations including a more

112 Asan example of such, see: Pavica Sheldon and Katherine Bryant, “Instagram: Motives for Its Use and
Relationship to Narcissism and Contextual Age,” Computers in Human Behavior 58 (May 2016): 89-97,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.12.059.
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direct, algorithm feedback mechanism, an ability to revert to a chronological newsfeed format,
and the ability to reprioritize or hide different forms of Instagram content.

With regards to the federal policy recommendation, the study recommends the establishment of a
United States digital competency framework similar to that of the European Union. The intent of
this is to protect and provide guidance for internet users, with a possible implementation of this
framework being the United States education system. Specifically with regards to Instagram, the
implementation of this framework could target and guide youth behavior, aiding them in their
cognition and interactions within Instagram’s culture. The importance of media literacy amongst

youth also aligns with other research in this space.!!3

Future areas of work

As a continuation of the study’s research, the study recommends looking further into Instagram
cultural effects, and affirming how, if at all, Instagram’s culture impacts teenage users.
Additionally, many participants noted in the exit interviews how their struggle with controlling
time usage ranges across a variety of social media platforms. Consequently, the study
recommends looking into other social media platforms, understanding the dynamics and effects
that occur on such platforms, and then seeing how interventions around time usage and the
ability to self-regulate time usage affect users’ relationships with these platforms.

113 See: Melissa J. Newman, “Image and Identity: Media Literacy for Young Adult Instagram Users,” Visual
Inquiry 4, no. 3 (December 1, 2015): 221-27, https://doi.org/10.1386/vi.4.3.221 1.
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Appendix A: Methodological Notes

Prolific compensation

Prolific policy requires researchers to compensate participants for their time. As a minimum,
Prolific sets the United States dollar rate to being $8 per hour for participants. Across all phases
of my study, I compensated participants at a $12 per hour rate, as Prolific marked this as “good”
compensation.!'* The actual participant payout for each stage of the study can be found in Table
9.

14T, help researchers gauge their compensation rate, Prolific offers users a scale for Euro or United States dollar.
In the United States dollar scale, $8 per hour is shown as a “low” rating as it is the minimum one can pay
participants. For those compensating at $16 per hour or more, the rating is deemed “great.” I elected to pay a $12 per
hour rate for my study, as it seemed to be in the middle of the scale (i.e., between $8 and $16 per hour). Prolific
deemed this as “good,” which I found to be an acceptable rating.
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Table 9. Participant compensation information across stages of the study

General survey $12 per hour 15 minutes
(pilot)! 1
General survey (full) $12 per hour & ettt $1
Initial interviews $12 per hour 50 minutes $10
Journaling and $12 per hour 35 minutes (5 $7 ($1 per journal
intervention minutes per journal entry)
entry)
Exit interviews $12 per hour 35 minutes §7

The general survey

In our general survey, we had three primary question sections for our participants: social
comparisons and dynamics, mental health, and follow-up questions. These sections totaled to
thirty questions for our participants, and are shown to you below. They are numbered
chronologically as they were presented to participants.

Social Comparisons and Dynamics''®

1. T care about how my followers respond to my post
2. When I make my post, I think about how my followers may respond
3. TIseek to make posts that will generate a reaction from my followers

115 Researchers are required by Prolific to input an estimated participant completion time for their study. When
participants then take the study, Prolific times participants on how long it actually takes participants, and then
calculates the study’s average reward per hour. If the study’s average reward per hour dips below Prolific’s required
minimum average (i.e., $8 per hour), the study is then stopped until participants are properly paid. For more
information on how Prolific handles underpaying studies, see: https://researcher-help.prolific.co/hc/en-
gb/articles/360019777180-How-do-I-resolve-underpaying-studies-.

116 A5 a precautionary step, I decided to initially launch the general survey as a pilot. This ensured that if any errors
occurred (i.e., if I botched the Prolific setup, if there were any issues with the survey interface, etc.), that it didn’t
affect the entirety of my sample. Moreover, I also found this to be crucial as a first impression mechanism, as I
planned to sample from my participant pool for the latter stages of the study.

Deeming the launch a pilot, I initially launched the general survey to only 10 participants. When [ was sure the
survey was functioning correctly, I launched the survey to the remaining 375 participants.

7 One of the things I had noticed from the pilot was that I had largely overestimated the amount of time that it
would take to complete my survey. Initially, I thought the survey would take an average time of 15 minutes.
However, the Prolific results showed that the median time for completion was just over 3 minutes (i.e., 3:02). This
ultimately caused me to shift the estimated time to 5 minutes for the full launch. The median time for the full launch
was just under 3 minutes (i.e., 2:45).

118 T asked these questions in a five-point, Likert Scale format.
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el A

9.

10.
11.
12.

13.

I consider how a post creator might feel when deciding to react to a post (i.e., “they might
feel sad if I don’t like this post”; “I should like this post since it hasn’t received a lot of
likes™; etc.)

Looking at other people’s posts makes me happy

Looking at other people’s posts makes me want to create my own posts

I compare my posts with other people’s posts

I use other people’s posts to assess how I should be posting (i.e., type of content,
frequency of posting, etc.)

I believe people portray themselves differently on Instagram compared to real life

I consider other people’s follower and like counts in my perception of them as a person
Instagram is a way for me to keep up with my friends and feel more involve in their lives
Instagram does a good job at helping me keep up with my friends and be involved in their
lives

Instagram plays a significant role in shaping my social behaviors and habits in real life

Mental Health'"®

14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.

I believe that Instagram has an overall, positive impact on my life

I believe that Instagram affects me negatively at times

I am able to express myself fully on Instagram

When using Instagram, I don’t worry about what others might think

I feel happy when I use Instagram

I feel drawn to Instagram when I am having a rough day

I feel under pressure to post specific content or pictures to remain popular Instagram
I get affected by the number of likes I get on a post

The number of likes I receive on a post affects how I think of the post

The number of likes I receive on a post affects how I think about myself
Instagram can cause me to feel depressed, sad, or anxious in work or daily life

I feel like I have a healthy relationship with Instagram

My friend’s relationship with Instagram impacts my relationship with Instagram

Follow-ups'?°

27.
28.
29.

30.

I have deactivated or deleted my Instagram account before

I have a BeReal account

I have a secondary or multiple Instagram accounts for content I don’t want to share on
my main account (I.e., a "finsta”)

I would be interested in a potential follow-up study

With regards to the survey number, I calculated my necessary sample size using the following

equation:

19 1 asked these questions in a five-point, Likert Scale format.

120 1 asked these questions in a “Yes or No” format.
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z*xpx(1=p)
eZ
z2xpx(1—p)
1+( b )

Necessary sample size =

Where the four variables are:
e One’s desired sampling confidence (represented in this equation as the z-score, z)
e One’s desired margin of error (represented as the variable, e)
e One’s standard deviation (represented as the variable p)
e The size of the population one is sampling from (represented as the variable, N)

In cases where the population size is very large (i.e., greater than 10,000,000), this equation can
be simplified to the following as the original equation’s denominator would simplify to 1:

z*xp*(1—p)
82

Necessary sample size =

In calculating my necessary, survey sample size, I initially began with this N calculation as I saw
it could simplify some of the mathematics. At the time, I used the numbers displayed in Figure
31 to calculate that our 18-24-year-old sample size was around 31,000,000 users — well above
the 10,000,000 threshold. I then made the assumption that for our study’s population of interest —
18-22-year-olds — the number would still be well above the 10,000,000 threshold.!?! In the case
my assumption was incorrect, I still felt safe proceeding as it would simply mean that my sample
size was larger than necessary.

121 Of note: I understand that the data for this is a couple years out of date from the time I deployed my general
survey (March 2023). Figure 31 is simply shown for context as this was the data [ used when initially doing the
calculations. At the time of the actual survey deployment, the 18-24-year-old population calculated to around
43,500,000 users. For reference, please see: “Instagram Users in the United States of America: March 2023.”
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Figure 31. Instagram users in the United States as of February 2021.
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Continuing with the calculation, the other variables of the equation were variables that I need to
choose. Ultimately, I decided to calculate my necessary sample size using a 95% confidence
interval, a margin of error of 5%, and a standard deviation of 0.5.'2* Plugging all of this into our
equation, we arrive at the sample size, 385.

122" ADDIN ZOTERO ITEM CSL_CITATION

{"citationID":"10eCUsv9","properties": {"formattedCitation":"\\ucO\\u8220{ } Instagram Users in the United States
of America: February 2021\\ucO\\W8221{} (Napoleon Cat, February 2021), https://napoleoncat.com/stats/instagram-
users-in-united_states of america/2021/02/.","plainCitation":"“Instagram Users in the United States of America:
February 2021” (Napoleon Cat, February 2021), https://napoleoncat.com/stats/instagram-users-in-
united_states of america/2021/02/.","noteIndex":111},"citationltems":[{"id":520,"uris":["http://zotero.org/users/loc
al/FUSMIONI/items/XSB38BAZ"],"itemData": {"id":520,"type":"document","language":"en","publisher":"Napoleon
Cat","title":"Instagram users in the United States of America: February
2021","URL":"https://napoleoncat.com/stats/instagram-users-in-

united_states of america/2021/02/","issued": {"date-parts":[["2021",2]]} } }],"schema":"https://github.com/citation-
style-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json"} “Instagram Users in the United States of America: February
2021” (Napoleon Cat, February 2021), https://napoleoncat.com/stats/instagram-users-in-

united_states_of america/2021/02/.

123 1 elected to use 0.5 for my standard deviation as I was unsure of the population’s standard deviation, and 0.5 was
the “safest” standard deviation I could choose (i.e., it could make me potential overestimate the necessary sample
size). For reference on why this is the safest, please see: https://www.qualtrics.com/experience-
management/research/determine-sample-size/.
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(1.96)2 0.5 = (1 — 0.5)
(.05)2

Necessary sample size = ~ 384.16 ~ 385

Initial interviews

To find the study’s population of interest, one of the methods I used was a k-means calculation.
As discussed in the Chapter 4 footnotes, a k-means calculation is a clustering methodology for
taking X number of observations to form Y number of clusters based on a localized, cluster
mean. When using a k-means methodology, usually one’s observations of interest are pretty
straightforward. In this case, [ was interested in using the scaled, demographic response data as
my observations for interest. As for the optimal number of clusters, this is a less straightforward
process, and not something I already had in the data. To find that optimal number of clusters, I
ended up running two other calculations with my data, with those being a total within sum of
squares method, and an average silhouette method.

Beginning with the former, a within sum of squares method is basically calculating the amount
of variability within a given cluster. As shown in Figure 32, when we assume that the optimal
number of clusters is “1,” the amount of variance in the cluster is at its highest value. As we raise
that optimal value, the overall variability generally decreases. To find the optimal cluster
amount, I graphed the total within sum of squares for optimal cluster amounts from 1 to 10.

Figure 32. Optimal number of clusters using Within Sum of Squares.
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To find the optimal cluster amount, the general rule of thumb is to look where the graph first
“bends-the-knee” (i.e., switches from concave up to concave down). The reason for this is that
marks the first point of deficiency in reducing the total within sum of squares value. Figure 23
shows us that the optimal clusters number for the data is at 3 clusters.

In contrast to the within sum of squares method, the average silhouette width focuses on the fit of
the cluster. Possibly the easiest way to visualize this is by relooking at the original cluster figure
— Figure 27 — and seeing how each cluster has a “silhouette” or shape to it. Average silhouette
width focuses on how the observation categories (i.e., the demographic names in our case) fit
within the silhouette.

Much like before, I calculated this metric for cluster numbers 1 through 10, and then looked at
the graph to find the optimal number of clusters. For average silhouette width, the cluster number
with the highest positive value is the ideal number. Figure 33 shows that 2 is the optimal value.

Figure 33. Optimal number of clusters using average silhouette width.
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Looking back at these two methods, I saw that each calculation yielded slightly different results.
However, with the optimal number not being too far apart, I elected to go with three clusters.

This set the premise for the remainder of the participant selection process as discussed in Chapter
4.
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With regards to the initial interview’s logistics, participants were asked to schedule their 45
minute, 1-on-1 interview via a 5S-minute, Prolific-integrated survey. The interview itself was
actually conducted via a Zoom for Government call,'?* as a means of providing greater privacy
for participants.

Upon entering the Zoom call, participants were reminded of their rights, to include: that they
could skip any questions they thought fit, that skipping any questions would not affect their
compensation, that they did not have to come on camera, and that they could revoke consent and
exit the interview and study at any time. If participants had no questions and were okay with
beginning the interview, I then began to work through the following structure of questions. These
interviews were conducted throughout May of 2023.

e How long have you been an Instagram user? What got you into Instagram? What do you use
Instagram for? Tell me what a typical Instagram session looks like.

e What is your current relationship with Instagram? How do you define a healthy relationship
with Instagram? How would you define an unhealthy relationship with Instagram?

e When do you usually go on Instagram (i.e., time of day, when feeling a certain way, etc.)?
What emotions do you associate with Instagram? How does it make you feel?

e What do you like about Instagram? Do you feel like it makes you happier?

e What do you not like about Instagram? What is the biggest problem you have with it?

e As applicable: I saw in your survey response that you mentioned that you had deleted or
deactivated your Instagram account. What drove you to do so, and what brought you back?

e What’s the way you primarily digest data on Instagram (i.e., newsfeed, reels, stories, search
bar, explore page, shopping tab, or direct messaging)? Do you prefer that way? Do you feel
like any of them make you feel significantly different than the others (i.e., newsfeed always
makes me sad, stories always make me happy, etc.)?

e As applicable: I saw in your survey response that you mentioned that you had a BeReal
account. How would you describe your relationship with BeReal, and how is it similar and
different from Instagram? What do you do on Instagram and BeReal that you don’t do on
other platforms?

e As applicable: I saw that you also had a secondary Insta? Why is that? Do you feel like it
offers you something different than what you get on BeReal? If so, how so?

e If you could change the Instagram platform in one way, what would it be?

124 For reference, Zoom for Government is the platform Zoom provides for the United States the government. It
serves practically the same user interface and user experience as its commercial counterpart, with the major
difference in the platform being the Zoom for Government’s compliance with various federal government
requirements. More information on Zoom for Government can be found here.
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Journaling and intervention

Participants were briefed on the intervention and journaling period immediately upon finishing
the initial interview questions. The purpose of this was to reiterate what had been presented to
them in the study consent form, to answer any questions they may have, and to affirm that they
wished to continue with the study.

For those wishing to continue with the study, they then entered the journaling and intervention
phase immediately post their initial interview. That period then lasted for seven days,
culminating with the participant scheduling an exit interview. The intervention throughout that
timeframe involved limiting one’s self to either the newsfeed, story feed, or search function. As
for the daily journaling questions presented to participants, they can be found below.

e How many times were you on Instagram today (approximate is fine)?
e How much time did you spend on it?
o Ifyou’re using the app via a mobile device, you can find the exact time under your
profile section => click the button at the top right corner of your screen => go to
“your activity” => go to “time spent”
e What’s the most memorable or surprising thing you saw on Instagram today?
e What effects did Instagram have on you today (i.e., good, bad, other, etc.)?

Exit interviews

Participants were asked to schedule a 30-minute exit interview following their completion of the
journaling and intervention period. This was all done in the same manner as the initial
interviews, with the only differences being the questions, and the time duration. These interviews
were conducted throughout May and June of 2023, and used the following structure of questions.

e Firstly, which intervention did you choose, and why did you select that intervention instead
of one of the other two?

e How did the intervention go? Was it significant? Did it make things better or worse?

e Tell me how your Instagram use changed as a result of this experience. How much do you
think this was the journaling versus just the intervention?

e Have the journals affected the way you think of Instagram? The way you think of BeReal?

e Has the way you would want to change the platform (i.e., Instagram) changed at all?

e If you were going to do this study again but you got to choose your own intervention, what
would that intervention be?

e Ifyou were going to make a recommendation for a future run of this study, what would it be?
This could be related to the type of interventions, the study’s format, the study’s scope, etc.

¢ Do you have any parting thoughts before we end the call?
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