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Resumé 
 

Formålet	med	dette	speciale	er	at	undersøge	online	adfærd	på	den	sociale	netværksside	Instagram	for	at	

forstå	de	sociale	praksisser	for	selvpræsentation	og	identitetsdannelse.	Ved	at	benytte	Erving	Goffmans	teori	

om	impression	management	hævdes	det,	at	strategisk	 linking	på	Instagram	er	motiveret	af	ønsket	om	en	

succesfuld	selvpræsentation	og	er	således	en	performativ	handling,	der	understøtter	et	 identitetsprojekt.	

Med	 vores	 todelte	 problemformulering	 undersøger	 vi:	 (1)	 de	 bagvedliggende	 årsager	 til	 unge	 kvinders	

strategiske	 brug	 af	 Instagram	 som	 et	 redskab	 til	 at	 udleve,	 udvikle	 og	 vedligeholde	 en	 identitet	 i	

overensstemmelse	 med	 sociale	 krav	 og	 forventninger	 inden	 for	 fitnesskulturen;	 og	 (2)	 hvordan	 disse	

strategiske	handlinger	blandt	online	brugere	er	drevet	af	et	ønske	om	anerkendelse	samt	behovet	for	at	have	

et	tilhørsforhold,	og	hvordan	dette	påvirker	disse	kvinders	online	identitetsprojekt.	

	

Gennem	 en	 teoretisk	 forståelsesramme,	 hvor	 Erving	 Goffmans	 teori	 om	 impression	 management	

understøttes	 og	 suppleres	 af	 yderligere	 sociologiske	 teoretiske	 perspektiver,	 herunder	 micro-celebrity-

strategier	 og	 udvalgt	 forbrugeradfærdsteori,	 præsenterer	 denne	 afhandling	 en	 forståelse	 for	

motivationsfaktorerne	bag	strategisk	linking	på	Instagram	og	belyser	nogle	af	konsekvenserne	heraf.	Denne	

teoretiske	ramme	bruges	til	at	udvikle	et	kvalitativt	interviewdesign,	som	undersøger	den	strategiske	linking-

adfærd	på	Instagram	af	ti	informanter.	

	

Vores	 empiriske	 undersøgelse	 bidrager	 med	 resultater,	 der	 bekræfter	 den	 teoretiske	 ramme,	 men	

frembringer	 samtidig	 yderligere	 resultater,	 der	 bevæger	 sig	 uden	 for	 det	 sammensatte	 teoriapparat.	 På	

baggrund	af	den	empiriske	analyse	 fremlægges	en	 række	 resultater,	 der	 kan	være	med	 til	 at	 forklare	de	

bagvedliggende	 årsager	 til,	 hvorfor	 målgruppens	 adfærd	 på	 Instagram	 i	 henhold	 til	 fitnesskulturen	 er	

strategisk	funderet.	Analysens	resultater	er	videre	diskuteret	med	henblik	på	at	besvare,	hvilken	betydning	

den	online	strategiske	linking-adfærd	har	for	informanternes	online	identitetsprojekt,	hvoraf	både	positive	

og	negative	konsekvenser	præsenteres.	
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INTRODUCTION 
	

Background	
In	light	of	the	technological	development	of	digitalised	communication,	consumers	have	been	introduced	to	

an	array	of	social	networking	sites,	providing	them	with	the	instruments	to	construct	and	present	desirous	

narratives	of	themselves.	A	natural	consequence	of	this	development	is	the	strong	focus	now	placed	on	how	

consumers	construct	and	manage	these	self-presentations	in	their	online	environments	in	order	to	achieve	

a	sense	of	belonging	in	the	different	socialising	contexts	of	their	lives	(Cover,	2012).	Social	networking	sites	

(SNS)	have	become	such	an	 integrated	part	of	our	communication	and	 interaction	with	each	other,	both	

personal	 and	professional,	 as	we	are	 constantly	 connected,	 checking	our	news	 feeds,	elaborating	on	our	

social	network	profiles,	and	publicly	articulating	our	relationships	with	other	participants	by	following,	liking,	

sharing,	uploading,	and	commenting	on	content	(Buckingham,	2008).	Research	shows	that	social	networking	

sites	affect	our	habits,	 language	and	the	overall	way	we	relate	 to	one	another,	and	that	we	through	this	

online	 socialisation	 seek	 the	 answers	 to	 who	 we	 are,	 and	 who	 we	 want	 to	 become	 (Zhao	 et	 al.,	 2013;	

Wichmann,	2013;	Buckingham,	2008).	Consumers	thereby	do	a	lot	of	their	identity	work	online,	giving	social	

networking	sites	a	vital	role	in	the	understanding	of	themselves	and	in	the	development	of	their	identity.		

	

Problem & research area 
A	great	amount	of	research	deals	with	how	consumers	manage	their	identity	work	online.	In	relation	to	this,	

Erving	Goffman’s	theory	on	impression	management	and	self-presentation	has	been	widely	applied	in	online	

contexts	 (Papacharissi,	 2002;	 Caplan,	 2005;	 Ellison,	 Heino	 &	 Gibbs,	 2006;	 Rosenberg	 &	 Egbert,	 2011).	

Knowledge	of	how	individuals	strategically	manage	their	self-presentations	online	is	therefore	extensively	

developed.	The	research	shows	how	consumers	employ	social	media	to	portray	self-satisfactory	images	of	

themselves	 in	 online	 contexts,	 and	 how	 they	 develop	 and	 share	 specific	 identity	 cues	 online	 in	 order	 to	

manage	 their	 online	 audiences’	 perceptions,	 which	 is	 motivated	 by	 a	 desire	 to	 present	 an	 image	 that	

corresponds	to	the	ideals	of	society	(Herring,	2015;	Birnbaum,	2008).	It	is	this	aspect	of	online	strategic	self-

presentation	that	this	thesis	wishes	to	explore.	

 
On	the	basis	of	online	strategic	self-presentation,	this	thesis	explores	the	strategic	linking	behaviour	on	the	

social	 networking	 site	 Instagram.	 Studies	 show	 how	 social	media	 engagement	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 strategic,	

however,	they	also	show	that	not	all	engagement	in	content	on	social	media	is	strategic.	Several	studies	find,	

besides	from	self-presentational	and	self-expressional	motives,	e.g.	entertainment	and	seeking	information	

as	motivators	for	observatory	engagement	behaviour	on	social	media	sites	that	is	not	concerned	with	self-
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presentational	aspects	and	hence	strategic	behaviour	(Shao	et.	Al,	2009;	Stafford	et.	Al,	2004;	Park	et.	Al,	

2009;	 Krishnamurthy	 &	 Dou	 2008;	 Courtios	 et.	 Al,	 2009).	 However,	 these	 studies	 also	 find	 that	 the	

motivations	behind	active	participation	and	production	of	content	on	social	media	have	to	do	with	strategic	

self-presentation	and	self-expressional	aspects	of	online	behaviour.	This	thesis	explores	the	reasons	to	the	

individual’s	 linking	behaviour	 on	 Instagram,	 and	 hence	 all	active	 online	 behaviour	 on	 Instagram	 that	we	

therefore	perceive	as	being	strategic,	hereunder	commenting,	liking,	sharing,	tagging,	and	following.	Further,	

this	 thesis	 seeks	 to	understand	how	 the	 implementation	of	 strategic	 linking	on	 Instagram	 influences	 the	

online	identity	project	of	the	individual.		

	

Research Question 
This	 interest	 for	 strategic	 linking	behaviour	on	 Instagram	was	motivated	by	our	personal	observations	of	

young	women’s	fitness-related	profiles	on	Instagram	as	it	was	found	that	fitness-related	content	played	an	

essential	part	in	their	self-presentation	on	this	specific	social	networking	site.	As	such,	the	research	field	of	

this	thesis	is	based	on	observations	of	how	young	women	apply	the	instruments	of	the	social	networking	site	

when	 interacting	 with	 fitness-related	 content.	 These	 observations	 provide	 an	 interesting	 outset	 for	

examining	the	underlying	reasons	of	this	linking	behaviour	and	how	it	relates	to	their	online	identity	project.	

On	this	background,	this	thesis	seeks	to	examine:	

	

	

To	support	the	research	question	two	sub-questions	have	been	developed	in	accordance	with	the	scope	of	

this	study,	which	serve	as	a	guideline	through	the	research	process:	

1. Why	do	women	between	18-28	years	strategically	link	themselves	to	selected	fitness-related	content	

on	Instagram?	

2. What	influence	do	these	acts	have	on	their	ongoing	online	identity	project?	

 

 

 

 

 

 

Young women’s strategic linking behaviour on social networking sites as a part of their online 
identity project.	
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Scope of the study 
 

Target group 
As	our	research	question	states,	we	have	chosen	to	examine	18-28-year-old	women	that	are	engaged	in	the	

fitness	culture	on	Instagram.	This	particular	age	group	also	lies	within	the	definition	of	Generation	Y	which	

includes	individuals	born	between	1980	and	1998	(RIS,	2013;	Palfrey	&	Gasser,	2008).	Today,	this	covers	an	

age	span	between	18-36	years,	but	we	have	chosen	to	limit	this	study’s	research	to	individuals	within	an	age	

span	of	10	years.	This	is	a	deliberate	measure	taken	to	delimit	the	scope	of	the	present	study.	The	individuals	

within	this	target	group	are	defined	as	being	part	of	a	digitally	raised	generation,	meaning	that	the	online	

interaction	and	the	expression	of	self	on	social	networking	sites	is	a	natural	part	of	their	lives	(Van	den	Berg	

&	Behrer,	2011).	As	Hansen	(2013)	describes,	this	generation	is	subject	to	criticism	for	spending	too	much	

time	in	their	online	world	in	the	pursuit	of	easy	and	fast	recognition	at	the	expense	of	real	life	interactions	in	

the	offline	world.	The	issue	of	concern	is	that	this	generation	will	be	deprived	of	real	physical	presence	and	

intimacy	provided	by	face-to-face	 interactions,	which	consequently	can	result	 in	 lacking	basic	social	skills.	

Characterising	for	this	group	is	that	digital	devices	and	creating	and	sharing	digital	content	not	only	function	

as	a	means	of	communication,	but	also	as	an	identity	marker	(Hargittai	&	Walejko,	2008).	The	technology	is	

deeply	 integrated	 into	 the	 daily	 lives	 and	 relations	 of	 this	 particular	 group,	 which	 both	 creates	 new	

opportunities	and	challenges	for	them.	Typical	for	them	is	also	the	importance	they	place	on	their	social	lives	

where	close	relations	hold	a	significant	value	to	them	(RIS,	2013).		

	

Another	interesting	factor	that	relates	to	the	research	of	this	study	are	the	ways	in	which	this	generation	

cultivates	itself,	specifically	through	the	importance	they	place	on	a	healthy	lifestyle	that	has	become	a	great	

status	 symbol	 in	 today’s	 society	 (RIS,	2013).	This	 corresponds	with	 the	massive	 fitness	 trend	 that	we	are	

currently	experiencing,	not	least	on	Instagram,	where	the	fitness	culture	seems	to	be	flourishing.	Based	on	

this,	we	believe	that	special	for	this	age	group	is	that	the	social	networking	sites	have	become	a	strategic	

implemented	tool	in	the	expression	and	formation	of	the	self	in	relation	to	their	cultivation	of	this	healthy	

lifestyle,	and	we	are	therefore	interested	in	examining	the	motivational	factors	behind	their	use	of	Instagram	

as	performative	acts	of	chosen	identity	cues	in	the	fitness	culture	environment.	

	

Fitness culture 
Pictures	of	 trimmed,	sweaty	bodies	are	the	hottest	 trend	on	 Instagram.	One	picture	after	another	shows	

rapid	running	shoes,	sensible	portions	of	carefully	arranged	healthy	dishes,	inspiring	work	out	exercises,	and	

abdominals	you	could	shred	your	carrots	on.	These	images	fall	somewhere	between	recognition	and	self-
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promotion,	demonstrating	a	trend	where	the	fit	body	is	an	image	of	success	(Okkels,	2014).	The	enthusiasts	

behind	these	captions	are	owners	of	envy-inspiring	Instagram	profiles	where	fitness	lifestyle	elements	are	

thriving	–	a	characteristic	they	share	with	many	other	profiles	on	the	social	networking	site	Instagram.			

	

The	fitness	culture	is	booming	in	Denmark,	and	this	is	reflected	both	in	the	amount	of	fitness	centres	and	the	

amount	of	members	these	serve.	People	have	abandoned	the	sport	clubs	and	moved	into	the	fitness	centres	

in	order	to	focus	on	themselves	and	their	individual	achievements	(Blaabjerg,	2015).	The	amount	of	Danes	

involved	in	sports,	who	chose	to	engage	in	team	based	sport	activities	in	sport	associations	have	from	2004	

to	2013	experienced	a	drop	from	67	to	41	percent	(Norgaard,	2013).	At	the	same	time,	the	amount	of	fitness	

centres	has	increased	with	60	percent	from	2006	to	2014	(Elkjær,	2014;	Frich	&	Hein,	2014),	counting	more	

than	800.000	members	in	2015	–	compared	to	only	460.000	in	2006	(Munch,	2015;	Munch,	2016).	In	February	

2016,	the	amount	of	fitness	centres	had	increased	to	663	(Toft	&	Wittig,	2016).	Going	to	fitness	centres	has	

become	a	popular	activity	among	 the	Danes	because	 leading	a	healthy	 lifestyle	 is	 associated	with	a	high	

quality	of	life.	The	focus	has	shifted:	it	is	all	about	the	body,	and	people	assign	the	bodily	image	a	greater	

importance	than	ever	before,	pointing	in	the	direction	that	the	body	has	become	a	business	card	as	this	is	

the	first	thing	noticed	when	meeting	new	people.	If	you	have	a	nice	body,	people	will	think	highly	of	you.	

There	is	a	tendency	to	think	that	the	body	has	become	a	status	symbol	and	an	“easy”	way	to	earn	recognition	

from	peers	(Elkjær,	2014).		

	

According	 to	 Kasper	 Lund	 Kirkegaard,	 sports	 researcher	 at	 the	 Danish	 Sports	 Association,	 a	 new	

countertendency	is	emerging,	making	space	for	fitness	services	with	a	stronger	orientation	towards	quality	

training	 in	smaller	teams.	As	he	says,	due	to	the	 individualised	cultivation	of	sports	there	 is	an	 increasing	

need	for	fitness	services	offering	a	higher	degree	of	contact	and	involvement	that	can	foster	closer	relations	

between	the	people	within	these	smaller	groups	(Hestbech,	2015).	

	

We	choose	 to	examine	 strategic	behaviour	on	 Instagram	 in	 relation	 to	 fitness	 culture	as	we	believe	 that	

leading	a	healthy	 lifestyle	has	become	a	culture	or	a	movement	 in	 itself	that	many	have	chosen,	or	felt	a	

need,	to	become	part	of.	This	is	based	on	our	own	personal	observations	that	the	fitness	culture	has	become	

more	visible	and	integrated	in	society	as	a	lifestyle,	and	one	we	see	is	especially	flourishing	on	Instagram.	We	

therefore	 consider	 the	 fitness	 culture	particularly	 interesting	 in	 relation	 to	our	 research	 field	of	 strategic	

linking	on	 Instagram.	We	wish	 to	examine	how	 this	 specific	 platform	can	provide	 fitness	 enthusiasts	 the	
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possibility	 of	 cultivating	 this	 interest,	 and	 how	 the	 engagement	 through	 Instagram	 can	 facilitate	 the	

construction	of	a	fitness-centred	identity	project.	

	

 

 

Web 2.0 
The	Web	2.0	is	often	referred	to	as	the	second	generation	of	the	World	Wide	Web	where	content	is	created	

by	the	users,	also	coined	user	generated	content	(UGC).	The	term	Web	2.0	was	first	introduced	in	2004	by	

Tim	O’Reilly	(2009)	at	the	O’Reilly	Media	Web	2.0	Conference.	It	is	important	to	understand	that	Web	2.0	

does	not	refer	to	a	new	version	of	the	World	Wide	Web,	but	rather	a	change	in	the	way	web	pages	are	made	

and	used.	Instead	of	content	being	created	by	software	developers,	it	was	now	end-users	that	continuously	

created,	published	and	modified	content	through	the	World	Wide	Web	“in	a	participatory	and	collaborative	

fashion”	(Kaplan	&	Haenlein,	2010:	60-61)	instead	of	being	passive	viewers	of	content.	The	frontrunners	for	

this	new	“era”	were	encyclopaedias	 like	Wikipedia	where	content	 is	 collaboratively	created	by	users	and	

blogs,	which	were	different	from	basic	personal	web	pages	(O’Reilly,	2009).	These	types	of	new	virtual	social	

worlds,	where	users	generate	and	share	information,	was	followed	by	pages	like	Myspace.com	in	2003	and	

Facebook.com	 in	2004.	Web	2.0	 functions	as	an	umbrella	 term	that	 includes	e.g.	 social	networking	sites,	

wikis,	blogs	and	social	media	in	general	that	can	be	defined	as	“a	group	of	Internet-based	applications	that	

build	on	the	ideological	and	technological	foundations	of	Web	2.0	and	that	allow	the	creation	and	exchange	

of	User	Generated	Content”	(Kaplan	&	Haenlein,	2010:61).		

	

Social networking sites 
Social	networking	 sites	 (SNS)	 lie	within	 the	scope	of	 social	media.	The	number	of	definitions	of	 the	 term	

‘social	networking	sites’	is	extensive.	In	this	research	paper	we	apply	the	definition	made	by	Dana	Boyd	and	

Nicole	Ellison	(2013)	who	define	a	social	networking	site	as:	

It	has	become	an	unwritten	rule	that	both	men	and	women	need	to	care	about	their	bodies.	As	both	
fitness,	 Botox	 and	 breast	 surgeries	 have	 become	 public	 property,	 there’s	 an	 expectation	 that	 it’s	
something	people	should	use.	And	if	you’re	not	able	to	do	everything	yourself,	you	can	always	get	a	little	
help	from	Photoshop	or	filters.	-	Lise	Dilling-Hansen,	researcher	on	physical	culture	at	Aarhus	University	
(Greve,	2014).	
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Crucial	to	SNSs	are	the	connection	and	interaction	with	other	profiles	on	the	site.	As	such,	SNSs	have	become	

an	integrated	part	of	daily	practices	supporting	a	wide	range	of	interests	and	activities.	Even	though	many	of	

the	features	offered	on	SNSs	are	the	same,	the	cultures	that	emerge	around	them	differ,	meaning	that	each	

SNS	 has	 its	 own	 code	 of	 conduct,	 norms	 and	 values	 (Boyd	 &	 Ellison,	 2007).	 Social	 networking	 sites	 are	

furthermore	characterised	as	being	a	form	of	computer-mediated	communication	(CMC).	It	is	however	not	

the	fact	that	they	allow	for	networking	with	strangers	that	makes	SNSs	different	from	other	forms	of	CMC,	

but	rather	that	users	can	display	and	articulate	these	social	networks	(Boyd	&	Ellison,	2007).		

	

A	trend	identified	by	Boyd	&	Ellison	(2013)	is	that	profiles	to	a	great	extent	are	co-created	by	other	active	

users	as	well	as	the	system	of	the	SNS	itself	such	as	lists	of	activities,	which	supply	content	to	the	profile.	At	

the	 same	 time,	 CMC	 provides	 an	 opportunity	 for	 the	 individual	 to	 engage	 in	 selective	 self-presentation	

allowing	the	individual	to	choose	which	identity	cues	to	present	on	the	SNS.	Ellison	(2013)	points	out	that	

the	SNS	enables	individuals	to	maintain	a	certain	impression	by	withholding	information	that	might	disrupt	

this	image,	which	is	the	differentiating	factor	from	face-to-face	communication.	

This	form	of	strategic	self-presentation	on	SNSs	is	the	focal	point	of	this	thesis.	It	is	our	aim	to	provide	the	

contextual	frame	for	our	research	in	the	examination	of	whether	these	above-mentioned	factors	are	present	

on	the	SNS.	

	

Instagram 
In	this	section	it	is	our	intention	to	provide	a	thorough	review	of	Instagram	and	its	functionalities.	Outlining	

the	structural	design	of	Instagram	is	necessary	in	order	to	understand	the	Instagram	terminology	as	we	will	

refer	to	this	throughout	the	thesis.	Additionally,	this	review	will	explain	what	Instagram	as	a	social	networking	

site	can	provide	in	terms	of	possibilities	for	not	only	social	networking,	but	also	for	self-presentation	as	a	part	

of	social	networking.	Hence,	when	we	throughout	the	thesis	employ	the	Instagram	terminology	we	refer	to	

the	explanations	introduced	in	this	section.		

	

 

 

A	social	network	site	 is	a	networked	communication	 platform	 in	which	 participants	1)	have	uniquely	
identifiable	 profiles	 that	 consist	 of	 user-supplied	 content,	 content	 provided	 by	 other	 users,	 and/or	
system-level	data;	2)	can	publicly	articulate	connections	that	can	be	viewed	and	traversed	by	others;	and	
3)	 can	 consume,	 produce,	 and/or	 interact	with	 streams	of	 user-generated	 content	 provided	by	 their	
connections	on	the	site	(Boyd	&	Ellison,	in	Ellison,	2013:3) 
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Snapshots of everyday life 
Instagram	is	a	photo	sharing	social	networking	site	that	was	launched	on	October	6th	2010	and	by	September	

2015	celebrated	a	community	of	400	million	users.	Mike	Krieger	and	Kevin	Systrom	came	up	with	the	idea	to	

create	 a	 pioneering	 platform	 that	 challenges	 the	 assumption	 that	 taking	 interesting	 photos	 require	 a	

professional	camera	and	years	of	art	school.	Thanks	to	camera-equipped	mobile	phones,	which	have	become	

cheap	and	of	high	digital	quality,	Instagram	provides	the	perfect	platform	for	consumers	to	easily	produce	

and	share	photos	and	videos.	The	appeal	of	the	simplicity	of	sharing	image-based	content	is	what	attracts	

users	 and	 is	 essential	 for	 the	 SNS’	 popularity.	 Mike	 Krieger	 and	 Kevin	 Systrom	 describe	 the	 Instagram	

platform	as	follows:	

	

The	SNS	is	inspired	by	the	ideas	of	the	former	instant	cameras	as	e.g.	polaroid	seen	by	the	founders	as	quick	

snapshots	that	were	able	to	tell	the	stories	of	everyday	life	and	were	“kind	of	like	telegrams	in	that	they	got	

sent	over	the	wire	to	others”	(Instagram,	2016b).	Hence	the	name	Instagram.	Namely	the	visual	aspect	of	

Instagram	holds	a	power	of	deeper	engagement	as	visual	content	calls	for	greater	interpretation	than	e.g.	

written	status	updates.	Psychologically,	it	is	proven	that	consumers	appreciate	imagery,	and	seeing	things	

visually	has	a	greater	appeal	as	it	creates	positive	emotions,	which	ultimately	drives	the	user	to	a	higher	level	

of	engagement	in	the	content.	Thus,	the	Instagram	snapshots	help	the	user	tell	a	story	quickly	with	emotion	

and	a	deeper	impact	on	the	audience	(Vong,	2012).		

Since	its	launch	in	2010,	the	popularity	of	the	site	has	increased	rapidly	and	is	currently	counting	more	than	

80	million	 photos	 shared	per	 day.	 Additionally,	more	 than	 3,5	 billion	 photos	 are	 ‘liked’	 daily	 (Instagram,	

2016a).	The	development	of	Instagram	from	launch	until	September	2015	is	illustrated	in	appendix	1.		

	

Instagram	is	a	social	networking	site	that,	as	other	SNSs,	consists	of	a	user	profile	that	is	based	on	photos,	

also	referred	to	as	‘posts’.	Instagram	profiles	are	public	by	default,	meaning	that	all	Instagram	users	can	see	

one’s	content.	One	can	also	select	to	have	a	private	profile	where	the	content	only	will	be	shared	with	one’s	

followers.	However,	by	having	a	public	profile	 it	 is	still	possible	to	block	certain	users	 from	viewing	one’s	

content.		

Instagram	is	a	fun	and	quirky	way	to	share	your	life	with	friends	through	a	series	of	pictures.	Snap	a	
photo	with	your	mobile	phone,	then	choose	a	filter	to	transform	the	image	into	a	memory	to	keep	
around	forever.	We're	building	Instagram	to	allow	you	to	experience	moments	in	your	friends'	lives	
through	pictures	as	they	happen.	We	imagine	a	world	more	connected	through	photos.	(Instagram,	
2016b)	
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When	making	a	profile,	the	user	creates	a	profile	name	and	can	choose	to	upload	a	profile	photo	and/or	a	

text,	 also	 called	 the	 ‘bio’,	 which	 is	 shown	 on	 the	 profile	 interface	 next	 to	 the	 user’s	 amount	 of	 photos	

uploaded,	‘followers’	and	followed	profiles.	Apart	from	this,	information	about	the	user	must	be	retrieved	

through	the	uploaded	photos	as	Instagram,	unlike	e.g.	Facebook,	does	not	include	personal	data	in	the	profile	

design.			

	

Mapping out the design of Instagram   
To	simplify	the	functionalities	of	Instagram,	the	app	can	be	divided	into	five	interfaces:	landing	page,	search,	

upload	of	image	and	video,	activity,	and	personal	profile.	Instagram	is	centred	around	the	construction	and	

sharing	of	photos,	having	as	its	purpose	to	make	users	engage	actively	in	the	content	by	liking,	commenting,	

tagging,	etc.	The	different	functionalities	provided	by	the	app	enabling	this	networking	behaviour	are		

outlined	in	illustration	1	and	hereunder:		

	

	Illustration	1:	Authors’	own	illustration	showing	relevant	functionalities	on	the	Instagram	interface.	
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1. Profile	picture	and	text:	as	mentioned	above,	users	have	the	option	to	personalise	the	profile	

with	 a	 picture	 and	 a	 150-character	 bio	 and	 a	 website	 link.	 Some	 users	 choose	 to	 write	

information	about	themselves	e.g.	age,	profession,	mottoes,	or	interests	and	hobbies,	while	

others	leave	this	space	empty.		

2. User	statistics:	the	number	of	posts,	followers	and	followed	profiles,	named	‘following’,	are	

shown	in	this	space.	Here	the	number	of	posts	refers	to	the	actual	amount	of	posts	that	 is	

shared	on	the	profile	here	and	now.	Users	follow	other	profiles,	whose	uploaded	posts	will	

appear	on	the	personal	 landing	page.	Followers	refer	to	the	number	of	users	that	 follow	a	

given	profile,	and	who	will	have	this	profile's	content	appear	on	their	landing	page.		

3. Display	of	posts:	this	function	enables	the	user	to	choose	between	a	grid	view	or	an	enlarged	

picture	view	of	the	shared	content.		

4. Geographical	 photomap:	 when	 posting	 a	 photo,	 users	 can	 use	 a	 ‘check-in’	 function	 on	

locations	letting	the	user	showcase	photos	on	a	map.	All	checked-in	photos	will	then	be	shown	

on	a	world	map	according	to	the	places	where	the	check-in	was	made.		

5. ‘Photos	 of	 You’:	 users	 have	 the	 possibility	 to	 add	 people	 to	 a	 photo	 by	 tagging	 them.	

Hereafter,	the	photo	will	appear	in	the	‘Photos	of	You’	section	of	the	tagged	user.	Then,	all	of	

the	profile’s	current	followers	can	see	the	photos	that	the	user	is	tagged	in,	even	though	they	

are	 uploaded	 by	 other	 profiles,	 allowing	 for	 another	way	 of	 sharing	 and	 viewing	 people’s	

profiles.		

6. Activity	log:	the	activity	log	consists	of	two	features.	One	allows	the	user	to	stay	updated	on	

recent	activity	from	followed	profiles,	allowing	the	user	to	see	the	content	that	friends	are	

liking,	who	they	are	following,	and	the	posts	they	are	commenting.	The	other	feature	lets	the	

user	to	view	all	activity	regarding	herself;	where	she	is	tagged,	and	when	other	users	comment	

or	like	her	own	post.	This	is	also	where	the	user	is	notified	when	other	profiles	start	following	

her.		

7. Editing:	when	uploading	posts,	users	 can	edit	 these	 to	a	greater	or	 lesser	extent	 choosing	

among	several	filters	and	creative	tools	to	e.g.	enhance	colours,	brighten,	create	contrasts,	

and	crop	borders.	One	of	the	newer	updates	of	Instagram	has	added	the	ability	to	go	back	and	

edit	text	on	posts,	whereas	further	editing	of	images	cannot	be	done	once	uploaded.	

8. Liking	 and	 commenting:	 the	 bread	 and	 butter	 of	 Instagram	 is	 engaging	 in	 other	 profiles’	

content.	One	way	of	doing	this	is	by	giving	a	post	a	‘like’.	The	little	black	heart	under	a	post	

refers	 to	 how	many	 likes	 it	 has	 received.	 Another	 way	 of	 networking	 on	 Instagram	 is	 by	

commenting	on	the	content	of	others,	which	as	with	likes	are	on	display	for	the	followers	to	
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see	–	and	everyone	else,	if	the	profile	is	public.	However,	users	can	keep	the	communication	

private	by	employing	the	feature	‘Instagram	Direct’,	where	users	can	contact	each	other	by	

private	messaging	and	share	photos	and	videos	with	one	or	several	users.	As	such,	Instagram	

Direct	 is	 the	 only	 channel	 for	 private	 communication	 on	 the	 platform	where	 the	 user	 can	

actively	select	a	group	of	people	with	whom	to	share	content	of	e.g.	more	private	character.		

9. Hashtag:	By	using	the	character	‘#’,	users	can	categorise	messages,	keywords,	and	pictures	by	

placing	the	symbol	in	front	of	the	word	or	phrase	that	characterises	the	post.	Users	can	search	

for	 specific	 hashtags	 by	 employing	 Instagram’s	 search	 function	 ‘Explore’,	 which	 will	 then	

display	each	post	that	has	been	tagged	with	this,	making	it	easier	for	users	to	find	posts	with	

a	specific	theme	or	content.	Besides	from	hashtags,	the	‘explore	function’	on	Instagram	also	

includes	the	possibility	to	search	for	persons	or	geographical	places	where	users	have	checked	

in.	

	

Strategic linking on Instagram 

In	relation	to	strategic	linking	on	social	networking	sites,	we	see	Instagram	as	a	particularly	interesting	site	

to	examine	as	 it	has	strong	elements	of	 image	creation	and	therefore	great	possibilities	for	strategic	self-

presentation	and	impression	management.	We	see	the	structural	design	of	Instagram	and	the	easiness	to	

construct	 and	 direct	 content	 based	 on	 subjective	 goals	 and	 ideals,	 as	 playing	 a	 fundamental	 role	 in	 the	

attempt	 of	managing	 the	 impression	 of	 self	 in	 order	 to	 achieve	 recognition	 by	means	 of	 engaging	 one’s	

Instagram	 network.	 Alice	 Marwick	 (2010)	 sees	 the	 structural	 design	 of	 social	 media	 as	 encouraging	 a	

behaviour	that	seeks	to	enhance	the	social	status	of	the	user:	

	

In	line	with	Marwick	(2010),	we	see	this	as	having	great	relevance	on	Instagram	in	particular,	as	the	design	

characteristics	of	this	site	places	an	even	greater	focus	on	getting	recognition	from	other	users	via	e.g.	likes	

than	other	social	networking	sites,	considering	the	fact	that	the	few	user	options	available	for	interaction	are	

centred	on	acknowledging	other	people’s	content.			

For	us,	Instagram	allows	users	to	cultivate	the	self	in	a	greater	sense	than	other	social	networking	sites	as	

Instagram	makes	self-promotion	more	legitimate,	whereas	previously	acts	of	self-praising	on	other	SNSs	is	

not	seen	as	socially	acceptable	as	seems	to	be	the	case	now	on	Instagram.		

The	specific	modes	of	status	building	enabled	through	social	media	(...)	are	not	accidental	but,	rather,	
are	afforded	by	the	design	characteristics	of	the	technical	foundations	of	social	media.	These,	in	turn,	
are	also	not	accidental,	but	reflect	the	values	of	a	network	dominated	by	commercial	interest.	(Marwick,	
2010:5)	
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Another	interesting	aspect	of	Instagram	is	that	the	platform	gives	its	users	the	possibility	to	easily	cultivate	

an	identity	and/or	particular	parts	of	it.	As	a	part	of	this	thesis’	research,	the	cultivation	of	a	particular	online	

identity	project	is	to	be	examined.	Here	we	have	chosen,	as	a	scope	to	our	field	of	research,	to	see	how	girls	

cultivate	the	fitness	culture	as	a	part	of	their	online	identity	on	Instagram.	

	 	



 17	
	

structural overview 

1. introduction 

2. theoretical 
framework 

 

6. conclusion 

5. discussion 

3. Research 
methodology  

4. analysis 

Background  
problem & research area  
research question 
scope of the study 

Methodological approaches to 
data collection interviews, and 
analysis 
 

 
Theoretical framework  
vs.  
empirical data 
 

Discussion of empirical findings 
 

Answering research question 
and sub-questions 
implications & limitations 
proposals for further research 
 

Literature review 
Impression management & new 
media 
Consumer identity projects 



 18	
	

	 	

 
 
 
 

  2 
   theoretical    
   framework 

 
 



 19	
	

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 
The	objective	with	this	section	is	to	introduce	the	theoretical	framework	applied	in	the	study	to	answer	the	

research	question	and	give	an	account	of	 the	relevance	of	 the	theory.	Erving	Goffman’s	 (1956)	 theory	of	

impression	management	is	applied	as	the	theoretical	foundation	of	the	study	and	the	phenomenon	of	micro-

celebrity	as	well	as	consumer	culture	theory	are	complementary	hereto,	as	demonstrated	in	illustration	2.	

Throughout	this	section	we	include	additional	theorists,	concepts,	and	scientific	articles	to	further	support,	

complement,	and	actualise	the	theory.	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	

Illustration	2:	Authors’	own	illustration.	An	overview	of	the	theoretical	framework	applied	on	the	research	area.		

Motivations	for	strategic	linking	on	
Instagram	and	its	influence	on	the	

online	identity	project	 
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Erving	Goffman’s	(1956)	theory	on	impression	management	deals	with	the	subject	of	self-presentation	and	

addresses	the	social	interactions	of	the	human	behaviour	in	everyday	life	through	a	symbolic	interactionist	

perspective.	Goffman’s	theory	dates	back	to	1956	from	a	time	where	social	networking	sites	did	not	yet	exist,	

for	which	reason	his	theory	is	based	on	offline	face-to-face	interactions.	His	theory	has,	however,	been	widely	

employed	in	relation	to	online	interactions	(Papacharissi,	2002;	Caplan,	2005;	Ellison,	Heino	and	Gibbs,	2006;	

Rosenberg	&	Egbert,	2011),	and	we	apply	his	theory	as	the	theoretical	base	for	this	study	as	we	consider	

online	interaction	to	be	an	equally	essential	part	of	everyday	life	as	offline	interaction	in	today’s	society.	In	

addition,	we	find	this	particularly	applicable	to	our	target	group	as	they	are,	as	described,	part	of	a	digitally	

raised	generation,	where	their	socialisation	with	others	on	social	networking	sites	constitutes	an	essential	

part	of	their	everyday	lives	(Van	den	Berg	&	Behrer,	2011).			

A	fundamental	objective	in	these	social	interactions	is	to	present	a	satisfying	image	of	the	self	and	have	this	

image	confirmed	by	other	 individuals	 in	order	 to	boost	 the	social	ego	and	social	 status	of	 the	presenting	

individual.	 Thus,	 the	 individual	 strives	 to	 mobilise	 activity	 in	 order	 to	 control	 and	 influence	 others’	

perceptions	 of	 her	 in	 social	 situations.	 Hereby,	 Goffman	 claims	 that	 the	 individual’s	 interaction	 in	 social	

contexts	is	what	creates	and	maintains	the	social	ego	and	the	image	of	self	(Goffman,	1956).			

	

In	order	to	examine	this	relationship	between	self-presentation	and	online	behaviour	on	SNSs	we	include	the	

more	recent	phenomenon	micro-celebrity	(MC)	alongside	Goffman.	Like	in	the	theory	of	Goffman,	MC	is	also	

centred	 on	 the	 idealised	 presentation	 of	 the	 self,	 but	 where	 Goffman	 (1956)	 treats	 the	 subject	 of	 self-

presentation	 in	 everyday-life	 in	 all	 types	 of	 social	 interaction,	MC	 is	 a	 phenomenon	 that	 is	 used	 online,	

especially	on	social	media,	as	a	strategic	tool	for	self-promotion.	As	such,	MC	will	be	applied	to	supplement	

Goffman’s	self-presentational	 theory	 to	better	uncover	 the	dynamics	of	 strategic	behaviour	on	 the	social	

networking	site	Instagram.			

	

Literature review 
Focussing	 on	 the	 individual’s	 self-presentation,	 Goffman	 has	 been	 widely	 utilised	 to	 explore	 certain	

behaviours	in	numerous	sociological	research	studies	in	offline	contexts:	(Whiteside	et	al.,	2015;	Balfe	et	al.,	

2010;	White	et	al.,	2002;	Lewin	et	al.,	2011;	DuBrin,	2011).	E.g.,	Simon	Lewin	and	Scott	Reves	(2011)	draw	

upon	Goffman’s	theory	of	impression	management	to	explore	how	professionals	present	themselves	when	

interacting	on	hospital	wards	and	how	the	professionals	employ	frontstage	and	backstage	settings	in	their	

collaborative	 professional	 relations.	 In	 similar	 fashion,	 Goffman	 has	 been	 utilised	 to	 examine	 social	

interactions	and	behaviours	within	an	amateur	ballet	class	focusing	on	the	self-presentational	dynamics	that	

reinforce	and	authenticate	the	dancers	as	embodied	ballet	students.	In	the	study	the	researchers’	focus	is	
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mainly	on	the	dancer’s	modes	of	expression	that	are	felt	necessary	in	order	to	give	the	correct	impression	

that	are	expected	from	a	ballet	dancer	(Whiteside	et	al.,	2015).	As	the	examples	show,	Goffman	has	been	

applied	to	explore	the	motivations	behind	individuals’	self-presentation	and	how	certain	dynamics	decide	

how	we,	as	individuals,	present	ourselves	in	different	social	contexts	according	to	those	parts	of	our	identity	

that	we	wish	to	affirm	and	get	acknowledged	for	by	others.		

	

Goffman’s	theory	has	also	been	applied	to	explore	these	dynamics	of	the	 individual’s	self-presentation	 in	

online	contexts.	With	the	emergence	of	the	Internet	and	Web	2.0,	socialisation	processes	have	been	made	

possible	online	moving	part	of	the	individual’s	self-presentation	onto	a	digital	platform.	In	recent	studies,	

online	environments	have	been	examined	to	prove	how	Goffman’s	impression	management	dynamics	also	

apply	 on	 social	 media,	 and	 that	 individuals	 to	 an	 even	 higher	 degree	 than	 offline	 controls	 their	 self-

presentation	 in	online	environments	 (Papacharissi,	 2002;	Caplan,	 2005).	 This	has	e.g.	 been	 supported	by	

Ellison,	 Heino	 and	 Gibbs	 (2006)	 who	 find	 that	 individuals	 are	 very	 much	 aware	 of	 their	 online	 self-

presentation	to	create	an	appealing	impression	on	online	dating	sites.	Moreover,	they	suggest	that	cultural	

norms	existing	within	a	social	context	must	be	complied	in	order	to	avoid	scrutinisation,	meaning	that	users	

select	“markers	of	cool”	to	engage	the	audience.	In	line	with	this,	Cornwell	and	Lundgren	(2001)	support	the	

statement	 that	online	 forums	offer	 greater	opportunities	 for	 self-regulated	 self-presentation	 than	offline	

environments	do.	Here	it	is	suggested	that	social	actors	generally	seek	to	present	themselves	in	idealised	and	

strategically	controlled	ways	leading	to	a	misrepresentation	of	their	offline	selves.	Further,	it	is	suggested	by	

several	 researchers	 that	controlled	self-presentation	capabilities	are	enhanced	as	social	media	 is	growing	

(Rosenberg	&	Egbert,	2011;	Van	Der	Heide	et	al.,	2012;	Vitak,	2012).	In	traditional	face-to-face	interaction,	

self-presentation	is	limited	by	certain	options,	whereas	the	above	suggests	that	regulated	self-presentation	

is	 to	a	 larger	extent	possible	when	engaging	 in	online	 interaction.	This	 implies	 that	a	person	can	present	

herself	as	physically	more	fit	than	in	reality	as	the	audience	is	not	physically	present	to	oppose	the	claimed	

traits.	Given	the	possibility	to	assert	a	higher	degree	of	control	over	one’s	self-presentation	on	SNSs,	it	seems	

natural	that	Instagram	would	also	encourage	this	form	of	behaviour.		

Moreover,	 Birnbaum	 (2008)	 found	 that	 college	 students	 on	 the	 social	 networking	 site	 Facebook	 are	

preoccupied	with	the	ways	they	present	themselves	as	to	maintain	a	satisfying	image	on	Facebook.	The	

findings	of	the	study	show	that	the	examined	college	students	use	Facebook	as	a	means	of	maintaining	

relationships	and	self-presentation.	They	apply	the	tools	of	Facebook	to	gesture	chosen	identity	cues	to	

their	audiences	in	order	to	form	a	desired	and	beneficial	impression	as	well	as	receive	recognition	in	return	

from	their	Facebook	friends.	Zhao	et	al.	(2013)	found	that	content	uploaded	on	Facebook	goes	through	

three	functional	regions:	the	performance	region,	the	exhibition	region	and	the	personal	region.	One	of	
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the	study’s	 findings	was	 that	uploaded	content	 slowly	becomes	part	of	 the	personal	 region	where	 the	

content	becomes	an	archive	of	memories.	Elaborating	further	on	this,	Zhao	et	al.	(2013)	argue	that	as	the	

individual’s	 personal	 goals,	 desired	 image,	 and	 the	 audience	 change	 over	 time,	 previously	 uploaded	

content	may	conflict	with	present-day	created	content.	Hereby	they	focus	on	the	temporal	relevance	of	

content	 in	 the	 individual’s	attempt	 to	provide	a	more	accurate	presentation	of	self.	With	 the	 focus	on	

content	and	temporal	relevance,	one	could	imagine	that	the	concern	of	a	coherent	image	also	plays	a	role	

for	self-presentation	on	Instagram.	It	could	be	that	previously	shared	content,	what	Zhao	et	al.	(2013)	call	

the	 ‘personal	 region’,	 contains	 irrelevant	 or	 perhaps	 damaging	 identity	 cues	 in	 previously	 uploaded	

pictures	as	the	individual’s	desired	image	may	have	changed	over	time.	

	

Goffman’s	 (1956)	 framework	 is	 presented	 as	 a	 dramaturgical	 set-up	 where	 he	 sees	 the	 individual	 as	 a	

performer	who	is	constantly	acting	out	performances	on	a	stage	to	an	audience.	In	relation	to	this,	Goffman	

introduces	two	central	concepts	in	the	understanding	of	the	performance:	backstage	and	frontstage	–	where	

the	frontstage	is	where	the	individual	presents	herself	and	the	backstage	is	where	the	individual	can	plan	this	

performance	 (Goffman,	 1956;	 Jacobsen	 &	 Kristiansen,	 2002).	 Hereby,	 the	 dramatisation	 of	 the	 self	 in	

everyday	life	 is	of	essence	in	Goffman’s	theory	and	has	also	been	brought	into	play	by	other	researchers.	

Recently,	 Danah	 Boyd	 and	 Alice	 Marwick	 (2010)	 have	 presented	 research	 drawing	 upon	 Goffman’s	

dramaturgical	metaphor	in	investigating	how	people	using	the	SNS	Twitter	imagine	their	audience	and	hence	

the	strategies	they	use	to	navigate	them.	This	builds	on	Goffman’s	(1956)	notion	that	the	way	we	understand	

and	perceive	our	different	audiences	consequently	 influences	the	way	we	choose	to	present	ourselves	 in	

front	of	them.	According	to	Marwick	and	Boyd	(2010),	the	strategies	employed	by	Twitter	users	are	similar	

to	those	of	micro-celebrity	practices	as	many	users	consciously	use	the	SNS	for	self-promotion	and	obtaining	

and	maintaining	attention.	Instagram	is	a	SNS	that	like	Twitter	invites	its	users	to	engage	their	audiences,	

meaning	that	Instagram	users	potentially	could	be	employing	the	same	strategies	for	self-presentation	on	

the	 platform.	 Hence,	 the	 phenomenon	micro-celebrity	 is	 applied	 in	 relation	 to	 Goffman	 to	 support	 the	

perspective	of	self-presentational	strategies	on	Instagram.		

 

Impression management & new media 

In	 Erving	Goffman’s	 (1956)	 book,	The	 Presentation	 of	 Self	 in	 Everyday	 Life,	 the	 sociologist	 addresses	 the	

everyday	social	interactions	of	the	human	behaviour.	Throughout	his	book,	Goffman	works	with	the	concept	

of	 impression	 management	 that	 covers	 a	 number	 of	 sub-concepts	 that	 can	 be	 used	 to	 analyse	 and	

understand	certain	parts	of	how	the	individual	chooses	to	mobilise	certain	activity	in	order	to	control	and	

influence	others’	perceptions	in	social	interactions:	
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Part	of	the	social	interaction	is	acted	out	intentionally	and	consciously,	but	for	Goffman	it	is	also	crucial	to	

understand	 that	 interactions	 are	 highly	 controlled	 by	 social	 norms,	 traditions,	 and	 discourses	 in	 society	

(Goffman,	1956;	Jacobsen	&	Kristiansen,	2002).	

With	the	rise	of	social	media,	the	way	individuals	present	themselves	has	changed.	As	previously	introduced,	

Goffman’s	theory	was	developed	based	on	face-to-face	interactions,	but	social	media	has	introduced	new	

opportunities	for	ways	we	can	present	ourselves	to	others.	However,	as	Cornwell	and	Lundgren	(2001)	state,	

self-presentation	on	social	media	can	lead	to	self-discrepancy	as	social	media	facilitates	a	more	controlled,	

and,	 therefore,	 a	 more	 self-conscious	 self-presentation.	 This	 notion	 of	 strategic	 self-awareness	 is	

fundamental	 for	 the	 phenomenon	 MC,	 underlining	 how	 individual’s	 self-presentation	 is	 highly	 edited,	

controlled	 and	 monitored	 in	 order	 to	 please	 an	 audience	 (Marwick,	 2010).	 Micro-celebrity	 should	 be	

understood	 as	 a	 practice	 and	 is	 not	 to	 be	 confused	with	 the	 common	understanding	 of	 celebrity	where	

individuals	enjoy	public	attention	in	the	mainstream	media.	As	the	word	implies,	celebrity	has	been	made	

possible	on	a	micro-level	through	strategic	self-presentation	on	social	media	where	the	audience	is	perceived	

as	a	fan	base.	This	concept	will	be	further	elaborated	on	later	in	this	section.	As	such,	the	practice	of	MC	has	

been	made	possible	with	the	rise	of	social	media,	placing	higher	emphasis	on	the	idealised	construction	of	

the	self,	drawing	from	Goffman’s	notion	of	impression	management	(Marwick	&	Boyd,	2010).	

	

New media democracy 
As	introduced,	MC	is	only	possible	in	an	online	setting.	One	of	the	greatest	differences	between	mainstream	

celebrities	and	micro-celebrities	is	that	becoming	a	mainstream	celebrity	requires	mass	fame	for	something	

that	you	are	(actor,	soccer	player,	etc.),	whereas	an	individual	can	practice	MC	by	only	having	a	perceived	

audience	to	whom	one	can	promote	a	constructed	persona.	MC	is	hence	a	phenomenon	practised	on	social	

media,	which	can	lead	to	online	fame.	Because	of	the	‘new	media	democracy’,	established	by	our	use	of	the	

social	 media,	 the	 mainstream	 media	 no	 longer	 has	 the	 power	 to	 regulate	 mediated	 content.	 Where	

mainstream	celebrities	need	to	be	aware	of	how	they	come	across	both	in	the	public	sphere	as	well	as	online,	

a	person	can	construct,	perform,	and	present	herself	according	 to	 the	way	she	wishes	 to	be	 interpreted,	

providing	an	advantage	in	aiming	more	directly	at	a	perceived	audience	(Marwick	2010;	Marwick	&	Boyd,	

2010).	Consequently,	practising	celebrity	and	having	celebrity	status	is	very	different,	but	the	social	media	

has	made	it	much	easier	to	digitally	embody	a	favourable	persona	and	promote	one’s	own	personal	brand	

We	find	that	the	 individual	may	attempt	to	 induce	the	audience	 to	 judge	him	and	 the	situation	in	a	
particular	way,	and	he	may	seek	this	judgement	as	an	ultimate	end	in	itself.	(Goffman,	1956:12-13)	
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to	an	audience	allowing	“ordinary”	people	to	practice	MC	(Marwick	&	Boyd,	2010;	Senft,	2012).	Page	(2012)	

has	similarly	carried	out	a	study	in	which	she	finds	out	how	ordinary	Twitter	users	apply	hashtags	in	order	to	

increase	the	attention	paid	to	their	profiles,	and	promote	themselves	within	a	given	field	of	interest.	It	is	also	

argued	by	Ellison,	Heino	and	Boyd	(2006)	that	SNSs	offer	a	higher	degree	of	freedom	to	explore	personas	

deviating	from	one’s	“real	life”	identity.			

Another	reason	behind	the	emergence	of	the	new	media	democracy	is	that	more	and	more	content	is	user-

contributed.	 This	means	 that	 individuals	 are	 no	 longer	 dependent	 on	mainstream	media	 in	 order	 to	 be	

perceived	as	a	celebrity.	With	social	media,	users	now	have	 the	power	 to	create,	 regulate	and	distribute	

content	 that	 potentially	 can	 reach	 large	 groups	 of	 people,	 which	 before	 was	 only	 possible	 through	 the	

mainstream	media.	By	commenting,	liking,	sharing	etc.	users	can	decide	if	a	given	subject	is	of	importance	

to	them,	which	today	has	resulted	in	mainstream	media	quite	often	presenting	stories	that	initially	emerged	

on	social	media	(Marwick	&	Boyd,	2011).		

	

The performance 

Goffman	(1956)	sees	all	social	interaction	in	life	as	a	number	of	performances	and	define	the	performance	

as:	“A	‘performance’	may	be	defined	as	all	the	activity	of	a	given	participant	on	a	given	occasion	which	serves	

to	influence	in	any	way	any	of	the	other	participants”	(Goffman,	1956:8).	Thus,	a	performance	is	all	kinds	of	

activity	of	an	individual	in	front	of	an	audience;	other	individuals	observing	the	performance.	Through	this	

performance,	the	individual	seeks	to	control	the	impression	that	others	will	get	of	the	situation,	herself,	and	

other	interactants	(Goffman,	1956).	This	need	for	control	is	driven	by	an	urge	to	maintain	a	social	order	of	a	

situation.	Here,	Goffman	emphasises	the	social	structures	in	societies	and	explains	how	there	are	some	basic	

social	 rules	 associated	with	maintaining	 certain	 patterns	 of	 relating	 and	 behaving,	 e.g.	 avoiding	 bringing	

yourself	and	others	in	embarrassment	(Goffman,	1956).	Thus,	in	the	performance,	it	is	crucial	not	only	for	

the	individual	herself	not	to	lose	face,	she	also	needs	to	perform	in	a	manner	that	ensures	the	maintenance	

of	the	audience’s	face.	The	overall	objective	of	a	performance	in	a	social	setting	is	to	establish	and	maintain	

one’s	 image	 of	 self	 as	 well	 as	 influence	 the	 desired	 perception	 of	 one’s	 image	 by	 others,	 and	 only	 by	

conforming	to	the	social	rules	of	the	situation,	where	the	performance	takes	place,	the	individual	is	able	to	

heighten	its	social	status	(Goffman,	1956).		

	

According	to	Marwick	&	Boyd	(2010),	the	amount	of	followers	becomes	a	status	symbol	as	it	represents	your	

“ability	to	attract	and	command	attention”	(Marwick	&	Boyd	2010:127)	on	social	networking	sites.	In	this	

way,	 the	 desire	 for	 online	 status	 becomes	 a	 motivational	 factor	 in	 the	 self-presentation	 process	 in	 the	
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practise	 of	MC.	 They	 argue	 that	 one’s	 online	 status	 affects	 the	way	we	 interact	with	 each	 other	 offline.	

Therefore,	as	Marwick	and	Boyd	puts	it,	“the	online	status	becomes	a	social	currency	in	the	offline	world”	

(Marwick,	 2010:8).	 They	 go	 on	 to	 explain	 that	 seeking	 status	 is	 more	 self-conscious	 when	 representing	

oneself	 digitally	 than	 it	 is	 in	 face-to-face	 communication.	 Consequently,	 the	 online	 identity	 performance	

holds	a	stronger	focus	on	the	self	because	all	of	our	actions	online	are	linked	to	our	offline	status.	

In	 relation	hereto,	our	 social	 status	 is	demonstrated	 through	our	 connections	 to	others,	both	online	and	

offline,	but	the	online	setting	encourages	individualism	due	to	the	level	of	competition	that	exists	for	the	

social	benefits	associated	with	online	interaction	(Marwick,	2010).	Competition	could	refer	to	the	amount	of	

followers	and	likes	a	user	gets	on	a	given	social	networking	site.		

In	the	performance,	the	individual	makes	use	of	what	Goffman	(1956)	calls	‘front’	as	expressive	equipment.	

‘Front’	 is	 constituted	 by	 three	 aspects:	 ’setting’,	 ‘appearance’,	 and	 ‘manner’.	 These	 elements	 are	

intentionally	or	unconsciously	put	into	play	during	an	individual’s	performance	and	therefore	functions	as	

sign-equipment,	 helping	 the	 observers	 to	 define	 the	 characteristics	 of	 the	 performer	 (Goffman,	 1956).	

‘Setting’	represents	the	scenic	parts	of	expressive	equipment,	and	represents	the	physical	layout	that	forms	

the	‘stage’	where	the	performance	is	played	out.	Goffman	(1956)	refers	to	the	setting	as	being	static	and	

geographically	determined,	meaning	that	when	the	individual	 leaves	the	setting,	 it	also	leaves	behind	the	

expressive	equipment	of	this	particular	setting.	

	

Goffman	(1956)	stresses	the	importance	of	knowing	how	to	give	responsive	treatment	to	the	audience	by	

being	 consistent	 in	 the	 presentation	 of	 a	 persona	 in	 order	 to	 enhance	 the	 success	 of	 the	 ‘socialised	

performance’	and	the	individual’s	chances	of	becoming	significant	to	others,	which	ultimately	increases	the	

performer’s	social	status. He	goes	on	to	explain	that	by	categorising	past	experiences	we	are	able	to	create	

patterns	of	expectations,	making	it	easier	for	us	to	respond	accordingly	in	similar	future	social	interactions.	

Then	the	performer’s	audience	only	needs	to	navigate	between	the	socially	acquired	fronts	to	know	how	to	

respond	in	line	with	given	performances	in	various	situations	(Goffman,	1956).	 

	

Frontstage vs. backstage 
As	mentioned	in	the	introduction,	Goffman	dramatises	the	performance	by	dividing	it	into	a	backstage	and	

a	frontstage,	exactly	as	in	a	theatre	–	also	referred	to	as	front	and	back	region.	The	stage	setup	becomes	a	

strategic	technique	for	the	individual	in	the	handling	of	a	situation,	where	the	performer	plays	a	constructed	

frontstage	role	while	in	the	backstage	a	more	relaxed	role.	Both	stages	are	handled	differently	and	builds	

upon	an	idea	that	the	language	of	backstage	behaviour	is	informal,	whereas	a	more	formal	behaviour	is	used	

in	occasions	where	a	performance	is	being	presented	(Goffman,	1956;	Jacobsen	&	Kristiansen,	2002).	
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Goffman	(1956)	gives	the	example	of	a	restaurant	performance:	the	waiters	are	performing	frontstage	when	

they	are	serving	the	restaurant	diners,	while	they	are	in	the	backstage	area	when	planning	their	performance	

towards	their	audience	–	the	restaurant	diners.	But	although	they	are	backstage,	planning	a	performance	

towards	the	frontstage	audience,	who	in	this	case	are	the	customers	eating	in	the	restaurant,	they	are	still	in	

a	 frontstage	 performance	 towards	 each	 other.	 Hence	 the	 frontstage/backstage	 concept	 works	 on	 a	

continuum	and	depends	on	the	audience,	meaning	that	the	backstage	region	does	not	always	have	to	be	

accompanied	 by	 other	 individuals.	 The	 backstage	 then,	 becomes	 the	 “planning	 area”	 for	 the	 frontstage	

performance,	meaning	that	the	individual	performer	regulates	her	performance	in	the	back	region	before	

executing	the	act	(Goffman,	1956).	This	 is	by	Zhao	et	al.	 (2013)	 linked	to	the	online	social	 interactions	on	

social	networking	sites,	where	the	front	region	performance	on	the	SNS	represents	only	the	chosen	aspects	

of	an	individual’s	identity:	

	

Strategic reveal of information 
Marwick	 and	 Boyd	 (2011)	 draw	 from	 Erving	 Goffman’s	 dramaturgical	 metaphor	 with	 the	 concept	 of	

backstage,	when	explaining	how	to	establish	a	sense	of	intimacy	with	a	fan	base.		

	

Marwick	and	Boyd	(2011)	stress	that	in	order	to	practice	MC,	practitioners	must	perceive	their	followers	on	

social	media	as	a	fan	base.	To	maintain	or	increase	this	fan	base,	MC-practitioners	construct	personae	that	

are	easily	consumed	based	on	mainstream	ideals,	and	by	continuously	interacting	and	communicating	with	

them.	These	constructed	personae	are	“highly	edited,	controlled	and	monitored”	(Marwick,	2010:5)	as	the	

goal	is	to	obtain	greater	popularity	and	boost	one’s	social	online	status	(Marwick,	2010;	Senft,	2008).	When	

maintaining	 the	 fan	 base	 the	 performer	 can	 make	 use	 of	 techniques	 to	 strategically	 reveal	 certain	

information	and	create	an	“illusion	of	intimacy”	(Marwick	&	Boyd,	2011:	147).	Subsequently,	the	practitioner	

strategically	chooses	what	information	she	reveals	to	her	fan	base	in	order	to	uphold	her	image,	creating	an	

In	comparison,	the	“back	stage”	is	a	place	where	only	the	performer	exists,	without	the	audience	and	
where	 other	 aspects	 of	 personal	 identity	might	 be	 revealed.	 This	metaphor	maps	well	 onto	 salient	
elements	 of	 social	media.	 It	matches	well	with	 the	 fact	 that	 behaviours	 in	 social	media	are	socially	
embedded	and	observed,	activating	concerns	about	others’	expectations.	(Zhao	et	al.,	2013:2)		
	

Micro-celebrity	can	be	understood	as	a	mindset	and	set	of	practices	in	which	audience	is	viewed	as	a	
fan	base;	popularity	is	maintained	through	ongoing	fan	management;	and	self-presentation	is	
carefully	constructed	to	be	consumed	by	others.	(Marwick	&	Boyd,	2011:140)	
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appearance	of	backstage	access	to	the	audience.	Granting	backstage	access	means	that	the	practitioner	lets	

the	followers	in	“behind	the	curtain”	in	her	own	private	sphere.	However,	this	is	merely	a	performed	act	to	

create	the	perception	of	intimacy	to	uphold	a	strong	relationship	to	fans	and	at	the	same	time	minimise	the	

perception	of	power	differentials	(Marwick	&	Boyd,	2011).	

	

Secret consumption 
In	 relation	 to	 frontstage	 and	 backstage,	 Goffman	 (1956)	 introduces	 the	 term	 ‘secret	 consumption’.	 The	

individual	presents	herself	 in	a	 certain	way	 frontstage	 for	 the	audience	 to	perceive	a	desired	 image.	The	

individual	will	then	only	use	the	appropriate	sign	equipment	consistent	with	the	desired	image	and	hence	try	

to	 conceal	 inconsistent	 and	 inappropriate	 conduct	of	 self.	An	unwanted	 impression	 can	occur	when	one	

unintentionally	makes	use	of	improper	expressive	equipment	that	does	not	foster	the	desired	impressions	

and	will	 disrupt	 the	wanted	 self-presentation.	Hereby	Goffman	emphasises	 the	efforts	made	 in	 the	back	

region	 in	 order	 to	 present	 a	 polished	 and	 satisfying	 end	 product	 in	 the	 front	 region,	 keeping	 from	 the	

audience	the	intermediate	process	(Goffman,	1956).			

	

As	the	term	‘secret	consumption’	implies,	Goffman	refers	to	those	parts	of	consumption	that	one	tries	to	

hide	 from	 the	 audience	 as	 they	 will	 project	 an	 unwanted	 image,	 and	 thereby	 one	 will	 try	 to	 maintain	

impressions	 that	corresponds	 to	a	certain	persona	 linked	 to	a	certain	consumption	 (Goffman,	1956).	The	

underlying	reason	for	secretly	hiding	certain	elements	in	our	everyday	life	is	that	we	want	people	around	us	

to	identify	us	according	to	the	ideals	we	strive	to	live	by.	We	choose	to	consume	and	surround	ourselves	with	

specific	elements	in	the	front	region	that	we	want	to	represent	our	persona.	A	good	example	of	this	could	

be	when	middle-class	housewives	go	grocery	shopping	in	discount	stores	as	‘Netto’,	bringing	with	them	a	

shopping	bag	from	the	high-end	supermarket	‘Irma’	to	carry	home	the	groceries	because	they	would	rather	

be	 associated	with	 the	 image	 that	 shopping	 in	 a	 high-end	 supermarket	 implies.	 Goffman	 depicts	 secret	

consumption	 as	 a	 natural	 part	 of	 the	 human	 being,	 explaining	 that	 almost	 all	 individuals	 have	 secret	

consumptions	and	practices,	which	conflicts	with	the	fostered	impressions	(Goffman,	1956).	This	form	of	self-

censorship	 is	 described	 by	Marwick	 and	 Boyd	 (2011)	 to	 be	 a	 useful	 technique	when	 practicing	MC	 and	

managing	 impressions	on	social	networking	sites	 in	order	to	satisfy	the	perceived	fan	base.	This	desire	to	

maintain	the	interest	and	attention	of	the	fan	base	creates	a	consciousness	around	what	to	conceal	and	what	

to	reveal	while	still	appearing	authentic	and	true	to	others.		
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The idealised self-presentation  
Goffman	(1956)	underlines	the	fact	that	the	individual	intentionally	selects	certain	sign	equipment	in	order	

to	project	 to	 the	 audience	 the	wanted	 self-image.	However,	 he	 also	 stresses	 that	 this	 selection	 is	 highly	

influenced	by	officially	accredited	ideals	building	on	values	of	society.	On	the	word	of	Goffman,	part	of	the	

socialisation	 process	 is	 to	 aim	 at	 reaching	 a	 higher	 social	 status	 and	meeting	 expectations	 of	 society	 by	

maintaining	idealised	fronts:		

	

Ellison,	Heino	 and	Gibbs	 (2006)	 find	 support	 for	 this	 statement	 in	 examining	 self-presentation	 on	 online	

dating	 sites,	 and	add	 to	 it	 that	 it	 is	 commonly	 experienced	 that	 individuals	 tend	 to	polish	 their	 personal	

profiles	in	order	to	portray	an	idealised	persona	that	is	a	desired,	potential	future	version	of	themselves.	In	

addition,	they	find	that	participants	do	not	see	this	kind	of	behaviour	as	misrepresenting	them	per	se,	but	

rather	as	a	persona	they	aspire	to	be,	portraying	qualities	they	plan	to	develop	in	the	future.		

As	Goffman	 (1956)	points	out,	an	underlying	orientation	upward	exists	 in	our	 society,	making	 individuals	

enact	a	self-enhancing	behaviour	in	order	to	reach	a	higher	social	status.	This	upward-oriented	discourse	in	

society	creates	a	need	to	incorporate	strategically	chosen	status	symbols	with	the	intention	of	climbing	the	

ladder	in	the	social	hierarchy.	Sometimes	this	may	cause	a	presentation	of	the	self	that	might	not	correspond	

with	the	individual’s	actual	status:	

	

The	performer	sets	forth	chosen	status	symbols	as	part	of	the	sign	equipment	trying	to	make	the	audience	

associate	these	symbols	with	the	desired	persona.	Once	this	is	achieved,	the	performer	will	be	able	to	attain	

to	a	higher	social	status	(Goffman,	1956).	Nevertheless,	according	to	Goffman,	the	socialisation	process	does	

not	only	make	us	strive	for	particular	ideals	and	wanting	a	specific	self-image,	including	higher	social	status,	

it	also	fixes	us	in	this	self-image	the	more	we	are	acting	it	out.	Thereby,	the	more	we	are	enacting	our	wanted	

self-image,	the	more	difficult	it	might	be	to	distinguish	our	front	region	performance	from	what	is	supposed	

I	have	suggested	that	a	performer	 tends	to	conceal	or	underplay	those	activities,	facts,	and	motives	
which	are	incompatible	with	an	idealized	version	of	himself	and	his	products.	In	addition,	a	performer	
often	engenders	in	his	audience	the	belief	that	he	is	related	to	them	in	a	more	ideal	way	than	is	always	
the	case.		(Goffman,	1956:30).		
	

We	consider	here	another	important	aspect	of	this	socialization	process	-	the	tendency	for	performers	
to	offer	their	observers	an	impression	that	is	idealized	in	several	different	ways	(...)	Commonly	we	find	
that	upward	mobility	involves	the	presentation	of	proper	performances	and	that	efforts	to	move	upward	
and	 efforts	 to	 keep	 from	 moving	 downward	 are	 expressed	 in	 terms	 of	 sacrifices	 made	 for	 the	
maintenance	of	front.	(Goffman,	1956:23)	
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to	be	a	more	relaxed	back	region	(Goffman,	1956).	Hence,	our	society	 is	constructed	by	discourses	being	

guidelines	 for	 how	 we	 interact	 with	 each	 other	 in	 different	 social	 contexts.	 As	 such,	 the	 individual	 will	

sometimes	intentionally	and	consciously	perform	in	a	specific	manner	to	be	perceived	in	a	certain	way,	but	

the	self-image	one	wants	to	obtain	will	also	be	determined	by	an	underlying	discourse	in	society,	encouraging	

certain	identity	performances	and	behaviours	(Goffman,	1956).	

	

As	Marwick	and	Boyd	(2010)	point	out	status	seeking	as	one	of	the	major	focal	points	of	all	online	interaction	

is	by	no	means	accidental,	but	is	in	a	great	sense	enabled	through	–	and	to	a	large	degree	–	caused	by	the	

structural	design	of	social	media.	Hereby	is	meant	the	ways	in	which	we	are	able	to	upload	content	for	other	

users	to	actively	acknowledge,	e.g.	by	liking,	sharing	or	commenting.	This	indicates	that	the	more	people	a	

person	is	able	to	mobilise	to	actively	engage	in	the	content	posted,	the	higher	social	status	this	person	will	

achieve	 because	 of	 the	 recognition	 gained	 through	 the	 online	 performance.	Moreover,	 the	 social	media	

design	allows	users	to	perform	online	relationships	and	publicly	demonstrate	these	online	connections	to	

others.	Being	connected	to	high-status	people	will	transmit	a	higher	social	status	to	oneself	if	this	is	publicly	

exposed	on	the	social	media	 (Marwick,	2010).	Social	media	 is	designed	for	this	 type	of	online	 interaction	

where	the	users	naturally	will	seek	recognition	and	confirmation	by	other	users	in	the	attempt	of	attaining	

to	a	higher	online	status	(Marwick,	2010).	

	

According	to	Marwick	and	Boyd	(2010),	in	the	practice	of	MC,	social	online	status	is	the	overall	goal	with	the	

online	 interaction.	 Thus,	 it	 is	 paramount	 for	 practitioners	 of	MC	 to	mobilise	 other	 user’s	 interest	 in	 the	

content	shared	in	order	to	maintain	and	expand	the	fan	base	and	popularity	and	ultimately	obtain	a	higher	

social	 online	 status.	 Subsequently,	 becoming	 a	 micro-celebrity	 depends	 on	 the	 practitioner’s	 success	 in	

mobilising	other	users’	interest	in	the	constructed	persona	(Marwick,	2010).	Here,	it	should	once	again	be	

noted	that	micro-celebrity	as	a	practice	can	be	employed	by	all	social	media	users.	Being	a	MC	though,	refers	

to	users	with	a	certain	achieved	online	status	who	have	successfully	made	use	of	MC	as	a	practice	(Marwick	

&	Boyd,	2010).	

	

The	 specific	 modes	 of	 status	 building	 enabled	 through	 social	media	 (that	 is,	 life-streaming,	 micro-
celebrity,	and	self-branding)	are	not	accidental	but,	rather,	are	afforded	by	the	design	characteristics	
of	the	technical	foundations	of	social	media	(Marwick,	2010:5)	
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Misrepresentation 
As	 earlier	 stated,	 individuals	 are	 able	 to	 navigate	 within	 the	 field	 of	 social	 interaction	 because	 of	 our	

knowledge	 of	 expressive	 equipment	 that	 is,	 we	 know	 how	 to	 decipher	 social	 activity	 and	 perform	

responsively.	 However,	 according	 to	 Goffman	 (1956)	 it	 is	 important	 as	 performers	 to	 be	 aware	 of	 the	

possibilities	 of	 misrepresentation,	 which	 will	 occur	 when	 there	 is	 a	 lack	 of	 consistency	 between	 the	

performer’s	 fostered	 appearances	 and	 the	 reality	 of	 the	 performer.	 The	 audience	will	 naturally	 look	 for	

discrepancies	 between	 fronts	 in	 a	 performance	 and	 will	 recognise	 the	 performer	 as	 an	 imposter	 when	

detecting	these.	In	relation	to	this,	Goffman	says	that	performers	have	sufficient	reasons	as	well	as	the	ability	

to	mislead	the	audience	and	is	only	held	back	by	feelings	of	guilt,	shame	and	fear	of	being	caught.	Goffman	

points	out	that	one	cannot	perform	just	any	desired	act	with	the	objective	of	attaining	a	particular	status	

without	 having	 acquired	 and	 earned	 the	 appropriate	 expressive	 equipment	 needed	 to	 convince	 the	

audience.	The	performer	has	to	be	“authorized	to	give	the	performance	in	question”	(Goffman,	1956:37-38),	

so	the	distance	between	actual	reality	and	desired	reality	is	of	essence	in	the	presentation	of	self.		

As	earlier	mentioned,	misrepresentations	are	more	often	seen	online	where	users	are	prone	to	misrepresent	

themselves	than	in	real	life	(Cornwell	&	Lundgren,	2001).	

	

According	to	Goffman	(1956),	in	order	to	avoid	misrepresentation,	it	is	important	to	project	an	authentic	and	

consistent	image	of	self.	Likewise,	when	practising	MC,	authenticity	is	by	Marwick	&	Boyd	(2010)	seen	as	an	

important	 technique	to	master	when	maintaining	a	 fan	base.	 ‘Authenticity’	and	 ‘being	yourself’	becomes	

self-marketing	strategies	as	the	audience	needs	to	feel	that	the	person	behind	the	profile	is	“real”,	or	what	

Goffman	 (1956)	 calls	 being	 authorised	 to	 give	 a	 performance.	 The	 constructed	 persona	must	match	 an	

acceptable	image	in	the	social	context	in	order	to	appear	authentic.	This	means	that	practitioners	must	seek	

to	create	equilibrium	between	the	personal	authenticity	and	the	contextual	social	norms	that	are	valid	in	the	

social	 interaction	 (Marwick	&	 Boyd,	 2010).	 In	 relation	 to	 the	 new	media	 democracy	 there	 is	 a	 common	

perception	that	social	media	allows	for	more	authenticity	than	mainstream	media,	as	the	content	is	viewed	

as	coming	directly	from	the	person	representing	the	profile,	blog,	account,	etc.,	instead	of	the	information	

going	through	an	intermediary.	This	ultimately	allows	for	higher	self-expression	and	individualism,	which	is	

why	users	feel	that	accounts	on	social	media	are	more	authentic	and	also	expect	them	to	be	so.	Hence,	self-

representation	on	social	media	calls	for	a	performance	of	authenticity	or	at	least	the	appearance	of	it.	As	

mentioned,	this	is	performed	by	giving	one’s	followers	the	perception	of	backstage	admittance	where	they	

have	access	to	personal	and	perhaps	vulnerable	 information	(Marwick,	2010).	However,	Marwick	&	Boyd	

(2010)	goes	on	to	explain,	that	social	media	also	constrains	self-expression	as	the	performed	authenticity	has	

to	be	within	the	limits	of	the	social	norms	residing	within	a	given	context.	This	means	that	one	must	retain	
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some	personal	traits,	since	we	know	that	these	are	not	socially	accepted.	Thus,	the	desire	to	maintain	a	fan	

base	or	a	‘personal	brand’	may	conflict	with	the	desire	to	uphold	intimate	connections	based	on	pure	self-

expression.	In	contrast,	Bargh	et	al.	(2002)	discovered	that	many	individuals	found	it	much	easier	to	enact	

pure	 self-expression	online	 than	 in	 real	 life	 situations	as	 they	 felt	 that	aspects	of	 their	 identity	would	be	

subject	to	condemnation	offline.	

		

The	definition	of	what	is	valid	as	a	misrepresentation	can	also	change	over	time.	It	is	seen	over	time	that	the	

borders	of	permissible	behaviour	have	moved	and	our	understanding	of	reliable	and	unreliable	impressions	

has	changed.	Equally,	this	understanding	varies	between	societies	(Goffman,	1956).		

	

Unmeant gestures 
Inevitably,	audiences	sometimes	interpret	the	individual’s	performance	in	an	unmeant	way	because	of	the	

performer’s	inappropriate	use	of	sign	equipment.	As	mentioned,	the	performer’s	front	is	chosen	from	well-

established	societal	fronts	that	the	audience	already	knows	how	to	interpret.	However,	wanting	to	express	

a	front	using	improper	sign	equipment	will	project	a	different	reality	than	intended.	The	performer	will	then	

give	the	audience	another	impression	of	herself	than	planned.	When	the	audience	perceives	the	performer	

in	such	undesired	ways	a	so-called	‘performance	disruption’	or	‘faux	pas’	occurs,	giving	rise	to	unpleasant	

feelings	 of	 embarrassment.	 To	 avoid	 this	 kind	 of	 unfortunate	 situation	 and	 to	 conduct	 a	 successful	 self-

presentation,	the	performer	must	possess	the	capacity	to	maintain	a	balance	between	concealing	secrets	

and	inappropriate	behaviour,	meanwhile	performing	self-control	and	trustworthiness	(Goffman,	1956).	If	the	

disruption	occurs,	consequently	embarrassing	the	performer	or	in	other	ways	cause	her	to	lose	composure,	

this	 “new”	 state	will	 be	 perceived	 by	 the	 audience	 and,	 in	 an	 even	 greater	 sense,	 compromise	 the	 self-

presentation,	 causing	 the	 audience	 to	 perceive	 a	 different	 image	 of	 the	 performer	 than	 intended.	

Furthermore,	 such	 ‘faux	 pas’	 will	 lead	 the	 audience	 to	 realise	 that	 the	 performance	 played	 out	 is	 not	

authorised	(Goffman,	1956).		

	

Audience segregation 
Part	of	our	socialisation	with	others	is	enabled	by	the	established	differing	contexts	that	allows	–	and	obliges	

–	 us	 to	 project	 different	 representations	 of	 our	 identity.	 This	 phenomenon	 is	 by	Goffman	 referred	 to	 as	

‘audience	 segregation’	 and	 is	 defined:	“by	audience	 segregation	 the	 individual	 ensures	 that	 those	before	

whom	he	plays	one	of	his	parts	will	not	be	the	same	 individuals	before	whom	he	plays	a	different	part	 in	

another	setting”	(Goffman,	1956:31).	This	entails	that	the	performer	will	act	out	different	roles	according	to	

the	 setting	 and	 audience	 as	 different	 contexts	 call	 for	 different	 ideals.	 The	 performer	 has	 to	 be	 able	 to	
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navigate	between	the	audiences	by	segregating	them	as	one	does	not	wish	to	enact	the	same	performances	

in	 all	 aspects	 of	 life	 (Goffman,	 1956).	 On	 the	 side	 of	 the	 audience,	 it	 facilitates	 the	 interpretation	 and	

responses	towards	the	performance	if	the	performer	acts	in	line	with	the	established	consensus	of	approved	

behaviour	in	the	different	contexts	(Goffman,	1956).	According	to	Goffman,	we	act	out	different	roles	that	

present	certain	traits	of	our	personality	depending	on	the	given	context.	These	traits	are	chosen	because	of	

the	social	gains	that	we	may	be	rewarded	with	in	a	specific	social	situation	or	as	a	necessity	for	maintaining	

our	self-image.	The	segregation	of	audiences	is	seen	as	a	human	necessity	in	order	to	enact	the	ruling	norms	

in	the	different	social	context	of	our	lives,	which	is	exemplified	by	Goffman:	a	man	who	is	both	a	family	father	

and	an	employer,	and	as	such	has	to	act	different	roles	every	day	to	meet	people's	expectations	to	him;	a	

caring	and	loving	father	and	husband	at	home,	while	an	authoritative	and	decisive	boss	at	work.	The	different	

contexts	claim	different	ideals,	impeding	him	from	performing	as	a	father	when	at	work	and	vice	versa.	The	

social	norms	of	both	contexts	demand	differing	behaviours	of	him,	and	if	he	does	not	conform	to	these,	a	

disruption	will	occur,	which	will	discredit	him	as	a	father	and	a	boss	respectively.		

	

This,	however,	poses	a	conflict	on	social	networking	sites.	As	Marwick	&	Boyd	(2010)	highlight,	it	is	difficult	

for	SNS	users	to	segregate	their	audience	as	SNS	includes	several	audiences	into	one.	Users	must	typically	

navigate	multiple	groups	like	friends,	family,	co-workers	and	acquaintances,	which	results	in	what	Marwick	

and	Boyd	(2011)	call	‘context	collapse’:	“Context	collapse	is	the	process	through	which	various	connections	

representing	different	aspects	of	one’s	identity	are	flattened	into	a	uniform,	one-dimensional	group	such	as	

“Friends”	or	“contacts”	(Ellison,	2013:8).	The	conflict	occurs	because	the	user’s	network	consists	of	different	

segments	each	representing	different	parts	of	the	individual’s	 identity.	Consequently,	and	also	due	to	the	

design	of	SNS,	users	are	unable	to	direct	their	self-presentational	communication	to	only	one	audience	at	a	

time,	which	is	why	one	has	to	compromise	and	select	one	aspect	of	one’s	identity	at	a	time	(Boyd,	2010).		

	

Reviewing Goffman & micro-celebrity 
To	summarise,	our	ambition	is	to	examine	why	users	of	social	networking	sites	strategically	link	themselves	

to	 selected	 content,	 by	 employing	 impression	 management	 in	 combination	 with	 the	 practise	 of	 micro-

celebrity,	providing	a	more	actualised	and	modern	perspective	on	self-presentation.	Goffman’s	(1956)	theory	

treats	the	aspect	of	social	interaction;	how	we	seek	to	control	other	people’s	perceptions	of	ourselves	in	line	

We	 do	 not	 show	 ourselves	 to	 our	 children	 as	 to	 our	 club	 companions,	 to	 our	 customers	 as	 to	 the	
labourers	we	employ,	to	our	own	masters	and	employers	as	to	our	intimate	friends	(William	James	in	
Goffman,	1956:31).	
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with	our	personal	goals.	We	do	this	by	presenting	ourselves	in	a	certain	way	in	order	to	give	our	audience	an	

impression	that	match	our	own	 ideals	and	the	way	we	see	ourselves,	or	at	 least,	 the	way	we	want	other	

people	to	see	us.	Our	performances	are	then,	according	to	Goffman,	highly	intentional	and	strategic,	as	we	

hide	from	our	audience	the	parts	of	our	consumption	and	persona	that	we	do	not	want	to	be	associated	

with.	 Consequently,	 we	 try	 to	 favourise	 the	 elements	 of	 our	 persona	 that	 can	 foster	 an	 idealised	 self-

presentation	and,	if	successful,	can	reward	us	with	recognition	and	strengthen	our	position	within	the	social	

hierarchy,	having	a	positive	 impact	on	our	self-esteem.	This	 is	done	by	planning	our	performances	 in	our	

‘back	region’	before	we	adjust	and	portray	a	certain	image	or	impression	to	an	audience	in	our	‘front	region’.	

But,	 as	Goffman	 (1956)	goes	on	 to	explain,	even	 though	our	performances	are	 intentional,	 they	are	also	

socially	constructed	by	societal	discourses	and	norms.	Having	such	norms	and	traditions	enable	the	audience	

to	 decipher	 the	 performance	 and	 help	 them	 respond	with	 an	 adequate	 reaction	 in	 a	 given	 situation.	 As	

Goffman	emphasises,	it	is	our	former	social	meetings	that	establish	these	compartmentalised	responses	for	

the	audience	to	choose	from	in	the	interaction	with	others.	These	social	constructions	form	the	ideals	that	

we	as	individuals	strive	to	live	by,	creating	the	fundamental	motivation	for	impression	management.	

	

Micro-celebrity	can	be	employed	as	a	strategic	practice	for	self-promotion.	The	user	is	committed	to	maintain	

a	certain	online	identity	by	depicting	an	idealised	presentation	of	self	in	the	online	context.	By	constructing	

an	online	persona,	a	user	is	able	to	distribute	a	personal	brand	to	her	audience	and	invite	this	audience	to	

actively	engage	in	the	content	of	this	brand.	MC	is	a	carefully	controlled	performance	on	social	media	where	

the	user	seeks	to	project	a	desired	image	in	order	to	influence	the	perception	that	one’s	fan	base	gets	of	

oneself.	In	order	to	maintain	a	fan	base,	the	user	will	perform	a	sense	of	intimacy	and	authenticity	to	give	

the	audience	an	impression	of	backstage	access	that	can	create	a	stronger	bond	between	the	user	and	the	

audience.	 The	MC-practitioner	wishes	 to	maintain	 and	 increase	 the	 fan	 base	 because	 of	 the	 element	 of	

competition	on	social	media	due	to	a	desire	for	a	higher	social	status.	In	order	to	obtain	that,	the	user	must	

create	an	image	that	corresponds	with	established	social	discourses	and	expectations	to	earn	the	recognition	

of	her	followers.	

	

MC	does	not	only	transpire	to	the	big	screens	of	Hollywood,	but	is	in	great	scale	facilitated	by	the	structural	

design	 of	 online	 social	 media.	 Similarly,	 the	 new	media	 democracy	 that	 has	 emerged	 allows	 people	 to	

construct	themselves	and	be	interpreted	in	an	ongoing	process.	As	such,	the	practice	of	MC	can	be	seen	less	

as	an	objective	state	of	being	famous,	and	rather	as	an	inner	experience	of	self	in	the	pursuit	of	recognition.	

As	 previously	 argued,	 combining	 Goffman	 (1956)	 and	 MC	 can	 help	 us	 to	 better	 understand	 the	 social	

interactions	on	the	social	networking	site	Instagram.	Goffman	understands	the	interactions	of	the	individual	
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and	its	formation	of	the	self	in	relation	to	other	individuals.	Goffman	highlights	that	the	individual	has	a	need	

to	project	a	certain	image	and	get	her	identity	confirmed	by	others.	However,	Goffman	lacks	a	greater	focus	

on	the	group	perspective	and	how	individuals	as	consumers	seek	to	be	identified	as	part	of	a	certain	group	

via	its	self-presentation.	In	order	to	properly	examine	how	and	why	individuals	link	themselves	strategically	

on	Instagram	and	how	this	affect	individuals’	identity	projects,	we	have	chosen	to	include	a	consumer	culture	

theory	 (CCT)	 perspective	 as	 seen	 by	Arnould	 and	 Thompson	 (2005).	 Accordingly,	we	 consider	 our	 target	

group	as	consumers	of	a	specific	culture	–	the	fitness	culture	–	mediated	and	maintained	through	Instagram.	

The	 CCT-perspective	 functions	 as	 both	 supportive	 and	 complementary	 to	 Goffman’s	 impression	

management	theory	and	is	presented	in	the	following.		

 

CONSUMER IDENTITY PROJECTS	
Arnould	and	Thompson	(2005)	set	up	a	theoretical	framework,	which	addresses	how	cultural	opinions	and	

social	dynamics	form	consumer	choices	and	identities	in	everyday	life.	This	perspective	shares	many	identity	

formation	 aspects	with	Goffman	 (1956)	 but	 has	 a	more	 in	 depth	 focus	 on	 group	 identities	 and	 how	we	

construct	ourselves	to	fit	into	these.	By	addressing	the	dynamic	relationships	between	the	social	discourses	

in	the	marketplace,	the	cultural	meanings	of	consumer	communities,	and	consumer	actions,	the	consumer	

culture	theory	perspective	will	help	uncover	how	our	target	group’s	behaviour	on	Instagram	is	influencing	

their	ongoing	online	identity	projects.	

	

CCT	examines	how	consumers	recreate	and	transform	items’	symbolic	meaning	in	order	to	manifest	special	

personal	circumstances,	their	identity,	and	lifestyle	goals	(Arnould	&	Thompson,	2005).	It	is	this	shift	from	

the	 functional	 perspective	 to	 the	 symbolic	 that	 brings	 the	 identity	 perspective	 into	 focus.	 Arnould	 and	

Thompson’s	 article	 focus	 on	 different	 perspectives	 within	 CCT	 explaining	 consumers’	 behaviour,	 which	

cannot	be	seen	in	isolation	as	they	affect	each	other.	

	

The	first	perspective	we	wish	to	bring	into	play	deals	with	consumer	identity	projects	and	is	described	as	a	

social	 psychological	 perspective,	 where	 consumers	 are	 regarded	 as	 identity	 seeking.	 The	 individual	 is	

understood	in	interaction	with	others,	which	is	based	on	the	understanding	that	we	as	human	beings	do	not	

set	 the	 parameters	 for	 our	 own	 identity	 formation	 (Arnould	 &	 Thompson,	 2005).	 Like	 in	 the	 theory	 of	

Goffman	 (1956),	 the	 identity	 formation	 is	 largely	 affected	 by	 cultural	 icons	 and	 ideals,	which	 can	 create	

conflicts	 in	 the	 identity	 formation	 when	 these	 are	 contradicting.	 In	 CCT,	 the	 consumer	 couples	 items’	

symbolic	value	with	their	functional	value.	This	can	also	be	understood	by	employing	Belk’s	(1988)	term	of	

‘the	extended	self’	where	the	identity	project	is	constructed	through	the	possessions	we	surround	ourselves	
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with	as	well	as	the	experiences	we	share	with	others	(Arnould	&	Thompson,	2005).	Hence,	our	possessions	

reveal	how	we	understand	ourselves	and	how	we	want	others	to	perceive	us:	"Our	possessions	are	a	major	

contributor	to	and	reflection	of	our	identity"	(Belk,	2010:139).	This	is	closely	related	to	what	Featherstone	

(1991),	drawing	from	Goffman,	has	defined	as	‘the	performing	self’	where	consumers	use	their	 looks	and	

physical	 appearance	 to	express	and	communicate	 their	 identity	 to	others.	 This	 idea	 further	 includes	 ‘the	

embodied	self’,	where	the	body	is	the	primary	communicator	of	the	consumer's	identity,	which	is	especially	

seen	in	young	subcultures	to	express	a	sense	of	belonging	to	a	group	(Elliot,	2004).	According	to	Elliot	(2004),	

subcultures	 establish	 their	 own	 social	 behaviours,	which	 include	bodily	 orientation	 and	presentation.	He	

emphasises	the	importance	of	authenticity	as	a	prerequisite	for	gaining	social	status	within	the	group.	This	

is	highly	related	to	both	Goffman	and	micro-celebrity	practices	where	individuals	need	to	be	authorised	to	

give	the	performance	in	question	in	order	to	produce	a	successful	social	interaction.	

	

According	to	Arnould	and	Thompson	(2005),	from	a	consumer	culture	perspective,	the	consumers	are	viewed	

as	culture	creators	 instead	of	culture	bearers.	Based	on	the	fact	that	globalisation	and	the	post-industrial	

socio-economic	transformation	have	put	an	end	to	the	traditional	form	of	socialisation,	they	argue	that	the	

individual	has	evolved	into	striving	for	personal	characteristics	and	lifestyle	choices	and	as	a	response	to	this,	

consumers	 seek	 collective	 identifications.	 This	 builds	 on	 Maffesoli’s	 idea	 of	 ‘Neotribalism’	 where	 the	

individual	identify	with	the	group	by	presenting,	sharing	and	developing	cultural	capital	shared	with	group	

members.	 The	 perspective	 focuses	 on	 the	 consumer	 community	 where	 views,	 tastes,	 and	 interests	 are	

shared,	which	help	 influence	our	choices	 in	consumption	situations	(Arnould	&	Thompson,	2005).	Mutual	

engagement	 and	 negotiation	 between	 members	 create	 a	 unique	 position	 and	 identity	 (Elliot,	 2004).	

Maffesoli's	concept	of	Neotribalism	explains	that	consumption	is	based	on	collectively	shared	experiences	

(Arnould	&	Thompson,	2005).	Here	the	members	build	common	consumer	preferences	on	a	shared	view	of	

the	world,	both	on	what	is	consumed	and	what	is	not	consumed	in	the	specific	social	group	(Elliot,	2004).	

	

The	final	perspective	that	we	wish	to	include	is	based	on	consumers’	interpretation	strategies	and	attitude	

towards	mass-mediated	market	ideologies.	This	includes	overall	discourses	in	society	that	tend	to	channel	

and	reproduce	the	consumer's	thoughts	and	actions.	The	goal	with	this	perspective	is	to	understand	how	

certain	producers	of	cultural	systems	or	industries	systematically	predispose	the	consumer	towards	certain	

forms	of	identity	projects.	Arnould	and	Thompson	(2005)	further	highlight	how	studies	found	that	industries:		
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In	this	perspective,	consumers	are	seen	as	“interpretive	agents”	that	either	choose	to	embrace	the	mass-

mediated	messages	or	reject	them	entirely	(Arnould	&	Thompson,	2005).		

	

The	consumer	culture	theory	perspective	elucidates	the	identity-enhancing	motivations	that	the	individual	

possesses	in	order	to	make	a	consumer	choice	as	well	as	the	symbolic	meanings	these	have	for	the	identity	

creation	process.	The	consumer	does	not	only	make	its	consumption	decisions	based	on	utility	value,	but	

also	to	a	great	extent	based	on	the	symbolic	connotations	it	ascribes	to	the	self,	including	the	symbolic	value	

an	individual	ascribes	to	 its	fitness-related	consumption	on	Instagram.	The	theory	also	demonstrates	that	

understanding	the	formation	of	identity	is	not	merely	achieved	by	separating	the	individual	from	the	masses,	

but	 by	 acknowledging	 that	 identity	 is	 very	much	 constructed	 through	 our	 groups	 of	 shared	 interest	 and	

relationships	with	others	as	well.	Thus,	 the	presented	CCT-perspectives	are	relevant	to	our	project	as	we	

wish	to	investigate	strategic	social	behaviour	related	to	fitness	culture	on	Instagram.	 	

transform	cultural	ideals	into	material	realities	and	furthermore	how	treasured	cultural	narratives	such	
as	(...)	tales	of	athletic	achievement	(...)	are	revoked	to	serve	commercial	aims	and	to	channel	consumer	
experiences	into	certain	trajectories	(Arnould	&	Thompson,	2005:874-5).		
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Research methodology 
	

It	 is	our	 intention	with	 this	 chapter	 to	give	an	account	 for	 the	 theoretical,	methodological	 and	analytical	

approaches	that	together	form	the	research	design	of	this	study.	We	do	this	in	order	to	illustrate	how	the	

chosen	approaches	and	the	combination	of	different	theoretical,	methodological,	and	analytical	techniques	

create	a	valid	foundation	that	provides	a	reflective	and	clear	answer	to	our	research	question	(Andersen,	

2005).	

	

Since	the	objective	of	this	project	is	to	understand	the	motivations	behind	strategic	linking	on	Instagram,	we	

apply	a	qualitative	method	as	we	seek	to	gain	insight	into	our	target	group’s	life	world;	the	experiences	and	

“lived	meanings”	 of	 the	 individual’s	 use	 of	 Instagram,	 and	 not	 facts	 and	 general	 opinions	 (Kvale,	 2008).	

However,	to	best	answer	the	research	question,	we	apply	a	quantitative	research	method	to	map	out	which	

informants	are	best	suited	for	participating	in	the	following	qualitative	interviews.	Hence,	a	flexible	mixed-

method	approach	is	a	pragmatic	choice	for	this	study.	Drawing	from	Daniel	Muijs’	(2010)	understanding	of	

mixed-methods,	quantitative	research	provides	good	 information	from	a	 larger	number	of	units,	but	 falls	

short	when	we	go	on	to	explain	a	problem	 in	depth.	A	quantitative	method	 is	not	applied	to	answer	the	

research	question,	but	is	used	as	a	data	collection	instrument	in	providing	a	more	homogeneous	group	of	

informants.	Thus,	the	qualitative	method	is	predominating	in	this	research.	

 
Paradigm: social constructivism 
We	apply	a	social	constructivist	view	with	a	 focus	on	symbolic	 interactionism	where	social	constructions,	

discourses,	and	interactions	will	constitute	the	focal	points	of	this	research.	Social	constructivism	entails	that	

“individuals	seek	understanding	of	the	world	in	which	they	live	and	work”	(Creswell,	2007:20).	It	builds	upon	

the	 idea	 that	 reality	 is	 constructed	 through	 the	 cognition	 of	 it.	 Central	 to	 this	 is	 the	 understanding	 that	

different	 phenomena	of	 society	 are	 constructed	 through	 historical	 and	 social	 processes	 (Rasborg,	 2004).	

Symbolic	 interactionism	 includes	 “the	 person’s	 imagined	 understanding	 of	 the	 other	 person’s	 role	 and	

response	during	the	interaction”	(Charmaz,	2010:127).	Thus,	the	individuals	understand	the	reality	through	

relationships	and	interactions	with	others	(Charon,	1992).	The	following	introduces	the	social	constructivist	

perspectives	as	a	unified	scientific	theory	as	well	as	keeping	a	focus	on	the	interactionist	perspective	in	this	

thesis.	

	

 

 



 39	
	

The social interaction 
The	 constituting	 element	 of	 social	 constructivism	 is	 the	 notion	 of	 reality	 as	 a	 socially	 constructed	

phenomenon	(Rasborg,	2004).	The	epistemological	interest	within	this	perspective	is	to	examine	how	social	

life	is	constructed	on	a	micro-	and	macro	sociological	level.	Social	constructivism	breaks	away	from	the	logic-

empirical	tradition	that	characterises	the	positivist	perspective	and	argues	that	“the	social	world	is	inherently	

different	to	the	material	world	and	is	in	essence	a	human	social	construction	not	able	to	be	quantified	and	

captured	 in	 statistical	 models”	 (Mingers,	 2006:13).	 Hence,	 the	 positivist	 tradition	 does	 not	 place	 any	

significance	on	agency,	whereas	this	is	by	social	constructivists	seen	as	essential	to	the	social	reality.		

	

Wenneberg	 (2000)	emphasises	 the	social	 interaction	and	 the	 reality	 that	 is	 constructed	 in	 the	process	of	

interaction	as	an	analytical	focus	within	the	social	constructivist	paradigm.	The	self,	and	its	reality,	is	then	

constructed	 through	 social	 contexts,	 and	 the	 individual	 is	 as	 such	 seen	 as	 a	 social	 being	whose	 actions,	

opinions,	and	perceptions	of	self	must	be	analysed	in	relation	to	the	contexts	of	its	interactions.	In	order	to	

reach	an	adequate	understanding	of	a	given	social	reality,	the	interactionist	perspective	is	included.	In	doing	

this,	it	is	relevant	to	examine	the	relational	circumstances	and	the	social	discourses	that	are	prominent	in	the	

relation,	placing	a	focus	on	the	interpersonal	relationships.	Put	differently,	it	is	not	the	context	in	itself	that	

is	 important,	 but	 rather	 how	 the	 individual	 defines	 it.	 According	 to	 Stryker	 (2002),	 the	 context	 and	 its	

consequences	become	real	as	soon	as	the	individual	defines	it	as	such.	Co-interaction	refers	to	the	interaction	

an	 individual	has	with	other	people	and	 its	surroundings	that	create	rules	of	 interaction	 in	 form	of	social	

conventions.	The	individual	enacts	a	behaviour	according	to	the	meaning	ascribed	to	the	relation	that	e.g.	

includes:	culture,	values,	knowledge,	institutions,	rituals,	norms,	and	logics	(Esmark	et	al.,	2005).		

	

In	this	study,	we	seek	to	understand	the	underlying	reasons	for	women	linking	themselves	strategically	to	

selected	 fitness-related	content	on	 Instagram.	 In	doing	 this,	we	are	aware	 that	both	our	consumption	of	

social	networking	sites	and	the	fitness	culture	are	socially	constructed	phenomena	that	are	subject	to	certain	

social	structures	and	ascribed	different	meanings	and	views.	The	fitness-related	content	that	these	women	

link	 themselves	 to	 is	 grounded	 in	 a	 set	 of	 rules	 concerning	 the	way	we	 “correctly”	 consume	 the	 fitness	

culture,	according	to	the	social	norms	prevailing	herein	and	subsequently	the	social	conventions	for	how	to	

consume	this	culture	on	a	SNS	like	Instagram.	In	line	with	this,	Wenneberg	(2000)	explains	that	meanings	are	

socially	and	culturally	constructed	and	that	researchers	need	to	challenge	the	normative	by	examining	the	

underlying	mechanisms	and	relations	to	fully	understand	the	investigated	domain.		

	



 40	
	

Further,	we	wish	to	examine	how	the	above	influences	the	young	women’s	ongoing	identity	projects.	In	this,	

we	 understand	 that	 the	 socially	 constructed	 and	 accepted	 ways	 of	 consuming	 the	 fitness	 culture	 and	

“correct”	usage	of	Instagram	ultimately	influence	how	these	young	women	present	themselves	on	the	site.	

To	be	able	to	answer	our	second	sub-question,	it	is	our	ambition	to	uncover	how	these	women	make	sense	

of,	and	ascribe	meaning	to,	their	engagement	in,	and	consumption	of,	the	fitness	culture	on	Instagram.	It	is	

therefore	important,	and	in	line	with	our	social	constructivist	position,	to	focus	on	the	interaction	and	the	

relational	aspect	of	the	researched	field.	

	

The role of the researcher 
From	our	social	constructivist	standpoint,	we	are	aware	that	there	are	no	certainties	and	the	truth	will	always	

be	socially	constructed.	In	this	we	understand	that	the	data	collected	is	contaminated	by	us	as	researchers;	

it	is	influenced	by	our	own	points	of	view,	narratives,	and	discourses,	meaning	that	a	researcher,	within	this	

paradigm,	can	never	be	fully	objective	(Chell,	2000).	We	realise	that	this	has	an	effect	on	the	data	production,	

since	we	as	researchers	also	are	subject	to	the	social	structures	and	conventions	of	society	and	therefore	

already	have	a	preconception	of	the	dynamics	of	the	researched	field.	This	is	why	we	as	researchers	need	to	

be	aware	of	not	influencing	our	empirical	data	in	a	way	that	makes	the	testimonials	false,	misrepresented	or	

in	 other	ways	 inconsistent	with	 the	 informant’s	 reality.	 Put	 another	way,	we	 operate	within	 a	 paradigm	

where	the	truth	is	to	be	considered	relative	to	the	subjects	and	where	reality	is	constructed	in	the	interaction	

between	the	examined	and	the	researcher,	meaning	that	the	reality	discovered	is	one	out	of	many	possible	

realities	(Larsen,	2005).	As	stated	by	Creswell	(2007)	the	truth	depends	on	the	eyes	that	see.	Consequently,	

we	will	not	be	able	to	generate	general	knowledge	in	relation	to	this	study,	but	we	will	be	able	to	provide	a	

deeper	understanding	of	the	investigated	target	group	in	relation	to	our	research	question.	Furthermore,	in	

choosing	 the	 theory	 for	 the	 research,	we	are	aware	of	 the	necessity	of	 the	 theory	 complying	with	 social	

constructivism.	Therefore,	we	choose	a	theoretical	framework	that	takes	the	same	stand	or	is	compatible	

with	social	constructivism	and	symbolic	interactionism.		

	

An abductive approach 
In	 the	 present	 thesis,	we	 have	 applied	 an	 abductive	 approach	 for	 our	 research.	 Abduction	 is	 positioned	

between	deduction	and	induction	and	underlines	the	dualistic	interaction	between	empiricism	and	theory.	

There	are	several	manners	in	which	to	carry	out	an	abductive	approach,	but	characteristic	for	this	approach	

is	that	the	analysis	of	the	empirical	data	is	central	to	the	development	of	ideas,	beliefs	and	opinions,	and	the	

researcher's	theoretical	position	contributes	with	perspectives	for	the	understanding	of	the	empirical	data	

(Thagaard,	 2004).	 In	 the	 process	 of	 delimiting	 our	 field	 of	 research,	 our	 motivations	 are	 based	 on	
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observations	made	of	a	particular	behaviour	of	women	using	Instagram	in	relation	to	the	fitness	culture.	It	

was	because	of	these	empirical	observations	that	we	reached	a	preunderstanding	of	the	problem	area	and	

identified	our	research	question	and	the	two	sub-questions.	We	decided	to	examine	this	behaviour	and	in	

the	process	 got	 inspired	by	Erving	Goffman’s	 theory	of	 impression	management	 that	was	 applied	as	 the	

primary	theoretical	lenses	for	this	study.	This	preunderstanding	provides	the	reasoning	for	the	application	of	

the	theory	in	question.	We	worked	abductively	through	the	theoretical	framework	in	order	to	identify	the	

general	 principles	 that	 constitute	 the	 empirical	 observations	 first	 made.	 This	 relationship	 between	 the	

inductive	 and	 deductive	 method	 is	 what	 characterises	 the	 abductive	 approach	 (Riis,	 2001),	 where	 the	

combination	of	theory	and	practice	form	new	combinations	of	the	known	and	unknown,	and	thus	has	the	

potential	 to	 generate	new	knowledge	 (Stacey,	 2001).	 For	 this	 project,	 it	 has	been	a	deliberate	 choice	 to	

conduct	a	preliminary	examination	of	the	target	group,	which	led	us	to	a	better	understanding	of	underlying	

behavioural	patterns,	allowing	us	to	apply	the	relevant	elements	of	the	theoretical	framework	to	a	second	

round	of	data	 collection.	Additionally,	our	empirical	examination	has	played	an	essential	 role	 in	applying	

complementary	 theoretical	 views	 to	 better	 understand	 the	 phenomenon.	 One	 of	 the	 benefits	 of	 the	

abductive	 process	 is	 that	 theory	 can	 explain	 something	 about	 the	 examined	 topic	 that	 the	 empiricism	

overlooks	and	likewise	empiricism	can	explain	something	the	theory	does	not	consider	(Thagaard,	2004).		

 
Quantitative data analysis  
In	 the	 search	 of	 viable	 informants,	 we	 employed	 a	 quantitative	 observation	 technique.	 We	 observed	

informants’	Instagram	activity	from	our	own	Instagram	accounts	and,	as	such,	observed	them	“in	the	field”	

where	a	phenomenon	is	studied	in	its	natural	surroundings	(Andersen,	2005).	Additionally,	the	observation	

was	unknown	to	the	observed	 informants	and	was	structured	as	we	a	priori	had	 identified	a	variable	we	

wished	 to	 examine	 –	 the	 informants’	 activity	 on	 Instagram	 in	 relation	 to	 fitness	 culture.	 Applying	 this	

observation	technique,	we	obtained	descriptive	data	about	the	informants.	

	

We	employed	the	tools	that	Instagram	offer	in	order	to	find	informants	from	a	delimited	geographical	area,	

Copenhagen.	 Via	 the	 search	 function,	we	were	 able	 to	 find	women	who	 cultivate	 the	 fitness	 culture	 on	

Instagram,	and	who	furthermore	were	situated	in	Copenhagen,	by	searching	on	check-ins	made	in	fitness-

centres	(cf.	Mapping	out	the	design	of	Instagram).	Limiting	the	geographical	scope	in	the	initial	screening	has	

been	a	deliberate	choice	making	it	easier	for	us	to	carry	out	the	interviews,	as	well	as	delimiting	our	research	

area.	 By	 doing	 this,	we	were	 able	 to	 select	 relevant	 public	 profiles	 for	 further	 evaluation.	 As	 previously	

explained,	we	did	not	have	access	to	private	profiles,	but	we	believe	that	having	a	public	profile	offers	more	

interesting	units	for	analysis.	These	public	profiles	are	accessible	to	everyone	and	this	is	most	likely	based	on	
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a	 deliberate	 choice	 to	 be	 so.	 In	 relation	 to	 self-presentation,	 being	 accessible	 to	 everyone	 on	 Instagram	

provides	a	potentially	bigger	audience	and	consequently	the	possibility	of	a	higher	level	of	engagement	from	

other	profiles.	It	should	also	be	noted	that	as	Instagram	users	themselves	choose	the	information	they	share	

on	 their	profile	page,	 it	has	been	difficult,	 in	many	 cases,	 to	 know	 the	users’	 exact	age.	The	 selection	of	

relevant	 informants,	 in	terms	of	age,	has	therefore	been	based	on	qualified	guesses	from	observing	their	

Instagram	feed.	Ultimately,	this	led	to	an	informant	group	within	the	age	range	of	20-27	years.		

	

As	another	deliberate	measure,	we	chose	to	follow	and	monitor	a	sample	of	a	total	of	40	girls,	all	of	whom	

had	indicated	geographical	presence	in	a	Copenhagen	fitness	centre,	and	from	whose	profiles	we	could	see	

they	were	active	consumers	of	fitness	culture.	In	order	to	determine	these	women’s	fitness	related	activity	

on	Instagram,	we	initiated	a	descriptive	study	where	we	organised	them	in	an	excel	sheet	for	the	purpose	of	

systematically	monitoring	them.	For	practical	reasons,	the	group	was	divided	between	us	so	that	we	more	

thoroughly	 could	 monitor	 one	 smaller	 group	 each.	 The	 monitoring	 of	 the	 women	 was	 used	 to	 identify	

numbers	and	frequencies	that	surfaced	from	their	use	of	 Instagram	and	subsequently	pointed	out,	which	

informants	where	relevant	for	the	further	qualitative	examination.		

	

We	defined	four	categories	that	could	reveal	the	level	of	the	informants’	activity	on	fitness-related	content.	

We	assumed	that	the	amount	of	postings	and	likes	given	to	other	profiles	related	to	fitness	must	indicate	

this,	and	that	the	higher	the	activity	within	these	categories	also	means	a	higher	level	of	activity	of	the	given	

profile.	As	a	result,	profiles	stating	the	highest	activity	level	would	offer	a	better	group	of	informants	for	the	

further	qualitative	data	collection,	and	the	empirical	data	gained	from	this	would	therefore	give	us	a	better	

answer	as	to	why	these	women	strategically	link	themselves	to	this	content.	

	

The	 four	categories	were	made	to	 indicate	when	the	 informant	either	posted	or	 liked	something	 fitness-

related.	 ‘Fitness-related’	 refers	 to	content	–	pictures	or	captions	–	as	e.g.:	workouts,	work	out	results,	or	

other	 postings	 that	 were	 hashtagged	 with	 fitness-related	 words.	 This	 could	 be	 #fitfam,	 #fitness,	

#bodybuilder,	etc.	‘Fitness	food-related’	refers	to	all	postings	depicting	healthy	food	or	postings	of	food	that	

were	 connected	 to	 the	 described	 fitness	 culture	 by	 employing	 hashtags.	 This	 means	 that	 a	 posting	 of	

unhealthy	food	still	falls	into	this	category	if	it	is	hashtagged	with	fitness-related	words.	

	

1. Posted:	fitness-related	

2. Posted:	fitness	food-related	

3. Liked:	fitness-related	
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4. Liked:	fitness	food-related	

	

The	 monitoring	 of	 the	 40	 profiles	 were	 carried	 out	 twice	 a	 day,	 in	 the	 morning	 and	 during	 the	

afternoon/evening.	This	was	done	for	a	two	month-period	from	23rd	of	November	2015	to	23rd	of	January	

2016.	After	analysing	the	data	collected	in	this	period,	we	identified	28	out	of	the	40	girls	as	suitable	for	a	

further	 qualitative	 examination.	 Eleven	were	 rejected	based	on	 the	 greater	 knowledge	of	 them	attained	

through	the	quantitative	measures.	The	28	women	were	contacted	through	Instagram	Direct	and	ten	of	these	

agreed	to	participate	in	an	individual	interview.	

	

As	the	informants	were	not	aware	of	being	observed,	we	did	not	influence	the	observed	actions	on	Instagram	

in	the	sense	that	they	were	not	affected	by	our	presence.	We	are	however	aware	of,	in	line	with	our	social	

constructivist	view,	that	we	ourselves	have	defined	what	content	is	fitness-related	and	not.	Content	that	by	

others	could	have	been	defined	differently.	

As	we	in	the	preliminary	quantitative	sampling	only	wished	to	examine	one	variable	–	the	informant’s	activity	

in	relation	to	fitness	–	we	chose	to	employ	a	univariate	analysis.	By	monitoring	and	counting	the	selected	

profiles’	activity	–	amount	of	likes	and	posts	–	and	filling	in	the	excel	document	with	these	numbers	(table	1,	

appendix	2),	we	made	a	statistic	descriptive	graph	(table	2)	that	enabled	us	to	map	out	the	group	of	girls	that	

was	relevant	for	further	qualitative	examination.		

	

					Table	2:	Bar	chart.	
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Qualitative interviews 
As	this	study	seeks	to	understand	women’s	lived	experiences	of	the	fitness	culture	on	Instagram,	we	have	

chosen	a	qualitative	approach	and	our	primary	data	therefore	consists	of	ten	semi-structured	interviews.	An	

important	part	of	conducting	qualitative	interviews	is	the	prior	preparation	that	ensures	a	nuanced	insight	

into	 the	 interviewee’s	 experienced	 life	 world	 (Kvale,	 2008).	 This	 type	 of	 interview	 seeks	 to:	 “obtain	

descriptions	of	the	interviewee’s	lived	world	with	respect	to	interpretation	of	the	meaning	of	the	described	

phenomena”	 (Kvale,	 2008:10-11).	 The	 advantage	 of	 open	 semi-structured	 interviews	 lies	 in	 the	 fact	 that	

theoretical	and	practical	knowledge	is	already	grounded	and	at	the	same	time,	the	interviews	are	open	to	

new	information,	point	of	views,	and	ideas	of	the	informants	(Andersen,	2005).	Because	of	the	structure	of	

this	type	of	interview,	it	is	possible	for	the	researcher	to	take	on	an	ongoing	interpretation	of	what	is	being	

said,	 and	 being	 said	 between	 the	 lines,	 with	 the	 option	 of	 getting	 this	 interpretation	 confirmed	 or	

disconfirmed,	 by	 asking	 follow-up	 questions.	 This	 is	 made	 possible	 because	 the	 interviews:	 “allow	 the	

subjects	 to	 convey	 to	 others	 their	 situation	 from	 their	 own	 perspective	 and	 in	 their	 own	 words”	 (Kvale,	

2008:11).	In	other	words,	the	qualitative	interview	focusses	on	the	expressed	and	not	on	measurable	aspects	

such	as	numbers.	Moreover,	the	interpretation	lies	not	only	in	the	spoken,	but	also	in	the	subtle	indirect	cues	

observed	such	as	bodily	gestures,	facial	expressions,	and	vocalizations	that	enhance	the	understanding	of	

how	the	informants	experience	the	researched	phenomenon.	As	Kvale	(2008)	puts	it,	and	in	line	with	our	

social	constructivist	standing,	it	 is	important	to	keep	in	mind	that	in	the	interview	meaning	is	constructed	

between	the	interviewee	and	the	interviewer.	In	the	social	constructivist	approach,	the	qualitative	research	

interview	 is	 therefore	 a	 construction	 in	 itself.	 It	 is	 important	 then,	 for	 the	 researcher	 to	 remain	 critical	

towards	her	own	pre-understandings	and	assumptions	and	to	maintain	a	certain	level	of	naiveté,	openness	

and	curiosity	(Kvale,	2008).	It	is	the	aim	with	our	research	to	understand	and	conceptualise	the	motivations,	

intentions,	 and	 understandings	 behind	 fitness-related	 use	 of	 Instagram,	 and	we	 find	 a	 qualitative	 semi-

structured	interview	appropriate	for	uncovering	these	aspects.	Even	though	strategic	linking	on	Instagram	

has	 no	 direct	 theoretical	 affiliation,	 we	 are	 able	 to	 gain	 insight	 into	 essential	 elements	 by	 applying	 our	

theoretical	apparatus.	

	

This	thesis’	study	design	combines	both	quantitative	and	qualitative	approaches	in	the	empirical	sampling	of	

data.	The	preliminary	sampling	lets	us	gain	knowledge	about	our	ten	informants	before	the	interviews;	not	

only	knowledge	on	their	fitness-related	activity	on	Instagram,	but	also	what	other	 interests,	hobbies,	and	

lifestyle	projects	they	conduct.	These	insights	are	partly	gained	from	the	posts	made	that	do	not	contain	any	

fitness-related	content.	Consequently,	even	though	the	focus	of	this	study	is	fitness	culture,	and	despite	us	

being	well	 aware	 that	 Instagram	 includes	 the	possibility	 to	present	 a	 self-constructed	 reality,	monitoring	
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these	women	enhances	our	ability	to	structure	the	individual	interviews	according	to	their	individual	person.	

In	line	with	the	semi-structural	design	of	the	qualitative	interview,	not	all	questions	are	equally	relevant	for	

all	informants,	and	are	therefore	formulated	to	best	fit	the	individual	informant	when	possible.	Conclusively,	

the	 preliminary	 quantitative	 examination	 has	 an	 auxiliary	 function	 to	 the	 qualitative	 examination	 of	 this	

study.	

	

Interview guide  
For	our	semi-structured	interviews,	we	defined	six	themes	to	be	explored	based	on	the	main	theory	of	Erving	

Goffman	and	his	notion	of	impression	management.	The	interviews	were	structured	around	these	central	

themes,	but	were	also	semi-structured	in	order	to	allow	for	new	themes	and	dimensions	to	emerge,	which	

could	be	important	to	the	research.	The	loosely	structured	guide	allowed	us	to	research	the	themes	in	depth	

being	 able	 to	 ask	 clarifying	 and	 follow-up	 questions	 when	 needed.	 This	 ensured	 that	 the	 themes	 were	

addressed	when	it	seemed	appropriate,	creating	a	natural	dynamic	flow	(Andersen,	2005).	All	questions	are	

related	 to	 one	 or	 more	 of	 the	 overall	 themes	 and	 are	 highlighted	 above	 the	 questions	 throughout	 the	

interview	guide.	Moreover,	our	motivations	for	formulating	the	questions	are	explained	underneath	each	of	

the	questions	respectively.			

	

The	interview	themes	explored	are:		

	

1. Impression	management	and	the	constructed	persona:	

How	does	the	informant	construct	a	persona/image	of	self,	related	to	the	fitness	culture	and	how	

self-aware	is	she	about	this?	

	

2.				Identity	construction:	

How	do	the	informant’s	performative	acts	on	Instagram	reflect	her	ongoing	identity	creation?	

	

3.				Audience	perception	and	control:	

How	 does	 the	 informant	 perceive	 her	 audience	 and	 how	 does	 she	 direct	 her	 performative	 acts	

towards	them?	How	does	she	seek	to	control	her	audiences’	impression	of	her?	

	

4.				Social	status	and	ideals:	

Why	does	the	 informant	 link	herself	to	fitness-related	content	on	 Instagram?	How	is	her	persona	

construction	on	Instagram	influenced	by	the	ideals	of	society?	
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5.				Authenticity	and	frontstage/backstage:	

To	what	extent	does	the	informant	perceive	her	Instagram-profile	as	a	picture	of	her	“real”	identity	

(reality	vs.	how	she	wants	to	be	perceived?)	

	

6.				Misrepresentation	and	unmeant	gestures:	

How	does	the	fear	of	misrepresentation	influence	the	informant’s	acts	on	Instagram?	

	

The	objective	of	applying	 these	 themes	 is	 to	make	 the	 informant	 reflect	on	her	own	strategic	activity	on	

Instagram	and	how	this	affects	her	identity	project.	Therefore,	the	interview	questions	aim	at	identifying	the	

variables	 that	 cause	 this	 engagement.	 As	 earlier	 mentioned,	 part	 of	 the	 methodological	 approach	 in	

conducting	the	interviews	has	been	to	divide	the	roles	of	moderator	and	observer	between	us.	We	saw	an	

advantage	in	having	the	researcher	that	had	followed	the	girl	in	question	throughout	the	two	months	to	also	

be	the	one	conducting	the	interview,	as	this	researcher	had	a	greater	insight	into	the	informant’s	Instagram	

behaviour	 and	 was	 consequently	 able	 to	 adjust	 the	 questions	 according	 to	 the	 individual	 participant.	

Meanwhile,	 the	other	 researcher	 took	on	 the	 role	as	observer	noticing	 to	a	 larger	degree	 the	previously	

mentioned	bodily	gestures.	Furthermore,	the	observer	could	at	the	same	time	ask	follow	up	questions	that	

the	moderator	overlooked	in	the	moment	as	well	as	ensure	that	all	questions	were	asked.	

			

For	the	interview	structure,	we	have	employed	Richard	A.	Krueger’s	(1998)	five	categories	for	conducting	an	

interview:	 opening,	 introductory,	 transition,	 key,	 and	 ending	 questions.	 This	 approach	 was	 originally	

developed	for	focus	group	interviews,	but	we	consider	them	appropriate	for	individual	interviews	as	well	as	

the	 categories	 in	 general	 help	 the	 researcher	 sequence	 and	 bring	 focus	 to	 the	 questions.	 According	 to	

Krueger	(1998)	it	is	critical,	within	the	semi-structured	interview,	to	have	a	sequential	structure	where	the	

interviewees	are	‘warmed	up’	before	moving	to	the	key	questions.	Often	moderators	jump	too	quickly	into	

the	 key	 questions	 with	 the	 risk	 of	 missing	 critical	 concepts	 that	 could	 have	 emerged	 in	 the	 premature	

discussion	of	the	topic.	Employing	these	five	categories	as	the	guiding	structure	for	the	interview	improves	

the	questions	and	gives	better	insights.	In	the	following,	we	will	outline	the	structure	of	our	interview	and	

the	reflections	these	questions	are	based	on.			
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Opening	questions:	

1. Can	you	tell	me	a	bit	about	yourself?	How	old	are	you?	What	do	you	do?	What	are	your	interests?	

	

Questions	asked	to	‘warm	up’	the	informant.	The	intention	is	to	ask	easily	answerable	questions	to	help	the	

informant	open	up	and	feel	comfortable.	

We	also	ask	these	questions	to	know	what	the	 informant	chooses	to	tell	a	stranger	about	herself	and	her	

interests	–	what	she	wants	to	be	associated	with.		

	

Introductory	questions	

1. Why	do	you	use	Instagram?	What	do	you	use	it	for?	

2. How	often	do	you	post	content	on	Instagram?	

3. Who	are	you	following?	Can	you	divide	the	profiles	you	are	following	into	categories?	Do	you	have	

any	favourite	profiles?	Why	are	these	your	favourites?	

4. How	often	do	you	like	and	comment	on	other	peoples’	content?	

	

In	these	introductory	questions	we	begin	the	discussion	of	the	topic	and	give	the	informant	time	to	reflect	on	

her	 use	 of	 Instagram,	 which	 can	 provide	 clues	 about	 the	 informant’s	 reality	 that	 can	 be	 referred	 to	 or	

prompted	later	on	in	the	interview	(Krueger,	1998).	We	ask	these	questions	to	find	out	more	specifically	how	

the	informant	uses	Instagram	and	how	active	she	is.	We	want	to	get	an	idea	of	her	motivation	for	her	usage	

of	Instagram.	We	also	want	to	see	if	there	is	alignment	between	the	interests	she	mentions	in	the	opening	of	

the	interview	and	the	content	she	engages	in	on	Instagram.	

	

Transition	questions	

Thematic	question	4	

In	this	part	of	the	interview,	we	address	the	relation	between	fitness	and	women.	We	address	this	by	giving	

the	informant	several	examples	of	how	society’s	idea	of	beauty	and	health	changes	over	time,	especially	for	

women.	We	want	to	hear	how	she	has	experienced	this	change	and	how	it	affects	her:	

1. We	quite	often	see	the	quote	“Strong	is	the	new	skinny”	-	what	do	you	think	about	this?	How	have	

you	experienced	this	change?	

2. This	change	from	skinny	to	strong,	is	it	something	you	yourself	have	felt?	

3. What	 ideals	 does	 this	 new	 “strong”	 indicate	 -	what	 is	 it	 that	 you	 need	 to	 live	 by	 in	 order	 to	 be	

“strong”?	Do	you	see	this	as	something	positive	or	negative?	Or	both?	And	how?	
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We	 show	her	 pictures	 of	 “strong	women”	 found	 on	 Instagram	using	 the	 hashtag	 #strongisthenewskinny,	

portraying	different	degrees	of	“strong”	in	order	to	hear	what	she	thinks	of	these	women,	and	which	of	the	

presented	ideals	she	prefers.	“Strong	is	the	new	skinny”	–	we	see	this	as	a	trending	discourse	in	society.	We	

ask	her	these	questions	to	see	what	ideals	she	connects	to	her	personal	fitness	habits,	and	what	ideals	she	

believes	exist	in	society	as	well	as	what	she	thinks	about	it.		

By	asking	these	transition	questions,	we	move	the	conversation	toward	the	key	questions.	These	more	society-

related	questions	are	asked	to	help	the	informant	envision	the	topic	in	a	broader	scope	(Krueger,	1998).	

	

Key	questions	

Thematic	question	3	

Moving	forward	to	talk	more	about	her	use	of	Instagram:	

1. How	many	followers	do	you	have	on	Instagram?	

2. Do	you	know	who	your	followers	are?	

3. Do	you	think	about	your	followers	when	you	post	something	on	Instagram?	

4. Why	do	you	think	that	people	like	and/or	comment	on	your	content	and/or	follow	you?	

	

We	ask	about	her	followers	to	see	how	aware	she	is	of	her	audience	and	if	she	considers	them	before	posting	

something	on	Instagram.	How	well	does	she	know	her	audience?	Does	she	use	any	specific	sign	equipment	to	

appeal	to	her	audience	and	how	does	she	present	herself	to	them	in	order	to	gain	their	recognition.	We	want	

to	know	if	she	feels	she	gains	recognition	and	acceptance	when	getting	likes	and	comments.	

These	questions	are	key	to	the	study	as	we	move	into	the	central	concerns	of	the	research	(Krueger,	1998).	

The	key	questions	end	at	question	22.		

	

Thematic	question	1	&	2	

5. Why	do	you	like	other	profiles’	posts?	Are	there	any	elements	that	a	post	needs	to	contain	in	order	

to	get	a	like	from	you?	

6. Are	you	aware	of	what	content	you	tend	to	like	and	comment	on	the	most?	

7. Why	do	you	like	and/or	comment	on	this	content?	

	

Thematic	question	3	&	4	

8. What	type	of	posts/content	do	you	experience	get	more	attention	from	followers	than	others?	Can	

you	give	an	example	of	one	of	your	posts	that	has	gotten	a	lot	of	likes	and	comments?	

9. Why	do	you	think	that	this	post	got	more	attention	than	others	did?	
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10. What	do	you	feel	when	people	like	and/or	comment	on	one	of	your	posts?	What	does	it	mean	to	

you?	

	

We	ask	these	questions	to	see	if	she	is	aware	that	she	gives	likes	to	certain	content	and	why	she	does	it.	Is	it	

to	be	part	of	something	special?	To	be	part	of	a	certain	community	that	shares	certain	ideals?	

	

11. How	do	you	apply	the	functions	of	Instagram	as	e.g.	hashtags,	filters,	text,	and	tagging,	etc.?	In	which	

cases	do	you	apply	the	different	functions?	

12. How	much	time	do	you	spend	on	a	post	before	uploading	it?	

13. Why	do	you	use	hashtags,	filters,	etc.?	What	function	do	these	hashtags	have	for	you?	

14. Do	you	have	specific	hashtags	that	you	frequently	use?	Why	these?	

15. What	does	a	hashtag	as	“fitfam”	mean	to	you?	

	

Does	she	use	certain	hashtags	to	get	her	content	out	to	a	certain	audience,	e.g.	“fitfam”?	Does	she	want	to	

be	part	of	a	certain	group/ideal	that	“fitfam”	includes?	Is	“fitfam”	a	part	of	a	societal	ideal	that	she	wants	to	

be	a	part	of?	Does	she	want	others	who	use	the	same	hashtag	to	see	her	post?	

	

Thematic	question	4	

	

We	show	the	informant	an	Instagram	example	of	a	girl	using	#fitfam	in	a	caption	where	it	is	not	obvious	to	

use	nor	related	to	the	picture.	In	case	the	informant	herself	has	used	the	hashtag	#fitfam	and	no	relation	is	

found	to	the	picture,	another	hashtag	was	chosen	in	order	to	avoid	embarrassment.	We	want	to	know	why	

these	girls	continuously	use	fitness-related	hashtags	for	non-fitness-related	pictures.	

	

16. According	to	you,	how	are	the	picture	and	the	hashtag	related?	Why	do	you	think	people	use	this	

hashtag	even	though	it	does	not	directly	have	anything	to	do	with	the	actual	picture	posted?	

	

Thematic	question	5	

Moving	forward	to	talk	about	her	personal	profile:	

17. When	people	look	at	your	profile,	what	impression	do	you	think	they	get	if	they	don’t	already	know	

you?	And	is	this	the	impression	you	wish	people	to	get?	If	a	person	that	does	not	know	you	looked	

at	your	Instagram	profile,	would	he/she	get	an	adequate	impression	of	how	you	are	as	a	person?	

18. Do	you	only	share	positive	aspects	of	yourself?	Is	everything	you	post	on	Instagram	true?	
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We	want	to	know	if	she	feels	that	her	persona	on	Instagram	is	authentic	-	 is	this	who	she	really	 is?	 Is	the	

person	she	portrays	on	 Instagram	also	the	person	she	wants	 to	be	associated	with	and	 further,	 the	same	

person	one	could	expect	to	meet	in	real	life?		

	

Thematic	question	6	

19. How	important	is	it	to	you	to	get	feedback	on	posts?	Can	this	influence	the	content	you	post?	

20. Does	the	impression	people	get	of	you	via	your	Instagram	profile	mean	anything	to	you?	What?	

21. Have	you	ever	edited	or	deleted	a	picture	that	you	posted	on	Instagram?	Why?	

	

We	want	to	know	how	important	it	is	to	her	to	present	herself	in	the	right	way	to	the	audience	in	order	to	

gain	their	recognition	and	in	this	way	avoid	misrepresenting	herself.	Hereby,	if	she	deletes/edits	posts	because	

they	do	not	have	the	intended	function?	

We	tell	her	about	the	case	of	Instagram	user	Essena	O’Neil	who	went	out	and	publicly	said	“Instagram	is	not	

real	 life”.	 This	 case	 is	 about	 a	 girl	 who	 after	 many	 years	 on	 Instagram	 revealed	 how	 her	 profile	 was	

constructed	to	gain	approval	and	that,	in	her	case,	a	lot	of	it	was	dishonest.	

	

22. What	do	you	think	about	this?	Is	this	something	you	have	noticed	on	Instagram?	

	

Ending	questions	

23. What	 differences	 are	 there	 between	 your	 online	 interaction	 on	 Instagram	 and	 your	 offline	

interaction?	

24. What	do	you	see	as	the	advantages	and	disadvantages	of	using	a	SNS	as	Instagram?	

	

We	want	her	to	reflect	on	how	easy	it	is	to	self-promote	an	image	that	is	not	necessarily	who	one	really	is,	

and	 to	what	extent	 she	does	 this	herself.	 These	ending	questions	wrap	up	 the	conversation	by	giving	 the	

informant	the	opportunity	to	reflect	on	the	topic,	and	gives	the	researcher	a	clear	idea	of	what	aspects	the	

informant	assigns	importance	to	(Krueger,	1998).		

	

Qualitative data analysis 
The	analysis	of	 the	qualitative	data	 is	done	 from	a	 theory	driven	 thematic	approach.	A	 thematic	analysis	

method	 is	 employed	 in	 order	 to	 identify,	 analyse,	 and	 report	 the	 identified	 patterns.	 The	 theory	 is	 then	

employed	as	theoretical	lenses	to	further	interpret	various	aspects	of	the	data	corpus,	but	the	results	are	not	
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theoretically	bounded	(Braun	&	Clarke,	2006;	Boyatzis,	1998).	The	theory	driven	thematic	analysis	must	be	

seen	in	the	light	of	our	chosen	constructionist	paradigm	which	means	that	the	themes	“examines	the	ways	

in	which	events,	realities,	meanings,	experiences	and	so	on	are	the	effects	of	a	range	of	discourses	operating	

within	society”	(Braun	&	Clarke,	2006:9).		

	

After	generating	the	data,	we	process	our	empirical	data	based	on	the	concepts	of	coding,	categorization	and	

conceptualization	(Halkier,	2009).	This	strategy	is	useful	in	providing	an	overview	of	the	contents	and	of	the	

relation	between	the	ten	interviews.	By	coding	is	meant	that	we	divide	and	gather	the	empirical	data	under	

different	main	themes	in	order	to	create	a	systematic	overview	of	possible	repetitions,	inconsistencies	and	

meanings	in	the	data	material.	The	coding	then	constitutes	a	crucial	part	of	the	analysis	process,	as	it	provides	

the	 initial	 step	 towards	analysis	and	 interpretation	by	providing	a	 link	between	the	data	material	and	an	

understanding	 of	 it.	 The	 coding	 focuses	 on	 the	 salient	 parts	 of	 the	 qualitative	 data	 for	 moving	 on	 to	

generating	categorizations,	themes,	and	concepts	(Saldaña,	2009).	The	coding	is	of	course	also	theory	driven,	

so	the	data	is	approached	with	specific	questions	in	mind	that	we	wish	to	code	around	(cf.	interview	guide),	

but	is	not	entirely	bound	to	these	(Braun	&	Clarke,	2006).		

	

Next,	we	categorise	the	data,	meaning	that	we	relate	the	chosen	themes	to	the	thesis’	research	question	and	

from	 thereon	 create	new	 relevant	 categories	 that	 are,	 in	 compliance	with	our	 abductive	 approach,	 both	

guided	by	the	theoretical	framework	and	our	empirical	data.	This	is	done	to	ensure	that	we	both	addressed	

the	 informants’	 verbalised	 meanings	 and	 arguments	 as	 well	 as	 went	 into	 depth	 with	 the	 theoretical	

contributions	that	we	wish	to	put	into	play	in	relation	to	the	empiricism	(Halkier,	2009).		

	

Four	main	themes	are	discovered	in	this	process:	1)	The	online	performance,	2)	The	idealised	self,	3)	The	

individual	in	the	group,	and	4)	Avoiding	misrepresentation.	In	the	conceptualising	process,	we	employ	the	

theoretical	 concepts	on	 the	empirical	data,	where	we	at	 the	 same	 time	 strive	 to	 look	 for	paradoxes	and	

contradictions	 in	 the	 analysis	 and	 remain	 critical	 to	 the	 analytical	 contributions	 that	we	 disclose.	 This	 is	

further	elaborated	on	in	the	discussion	section.	

It	 should	 be	 noted,	 that	 the	 ten	 interviews	only	 represent	 a	 small	 section	of	 the	 potential	 target	 group,	

wherefore	 the	 empirical	 findings	 should	 not	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 basis	 for	 generalisation,	 but	 rather	 as	 a	

representation	of	tendencies	within	the	target	group.	
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Creating personas 
During	the	analysis	process,	two	different	representations	of	the	target	group	appeared,	for	which	reason	

we	decided	to	create	two	different	personas	in	accordance	with	these	different	representations	in	order	to	

clearly	 demonstrate	 this	 variation.	 The	 purpose	 is	 to	 better	 understand	 the	 target	 group’s	 habits	 and	

attitudes	in	relation	to	their	identity	performances	on	Instagram	(Nielsen,	2013).	The	informants	are	divided	

into	the	two	fictional	personas,	Charlotte	and	Sophie,	and	table	3	demonstrates	how	this	division	is	made:		

								

							Table	3:	Division	of	informants	on	the	two	personas.	

	

Charlotte	consists	of	informants:	4,	12,	22,	27,	37	(marked	with	pink)	

Sophie	consists	of	informants:	1,16,18,	24,	30	(marked	with	white)	

In	the	column	named	“Instagram	use”,	“all	around”	refers	to	the	informants’	uploaded	content	containing	

other	aspects	of	their	lives	than	what	can	be	related	to	the	fitness	lifestyle.			

The	clear	differences	between	the	ten	informants	are	described	in	the	two	persona	stories	on	the	following	

pages.	

	

On	 the	basis	of	 the	 interview	data,	 the	personas	are	 created	 in	order	 to	 share	our	understanding	of	 the	

variations	detected	within	the	overall	target	group	(Nilsson	et	al.,	2010).	This	is	facilitated	in	the	two	fictitious	

descriptions	of	Charlotte	 and	Sophie	 respectively	with	 the	purpose	of	 creating	 two	 identifiable	 and	vivid	

personas	 (Nielsen,	 2013).	 This	 enables	 the	 reader	 to	 imagine	 the	 personas	 in	 different	 situations	 and	

scenarios	based	on	a	deduced	applicable	meaning	(Kvale,	1996;	Kjørup,	2003).	When	creating	the	personas,	

the	aim	is	to	secure	as	representative	a	presentation	of	the	ten	informants	as	possible,	meaning	that	the	

individual	person	needs	to	correspond	to	a	bigger	unit.	Moreover,	understanding	the	individual	 interview	

INFORMANT AGE OCCUPATION INSTAGRAM USE 
1 26 Adm. secretary for Energibolig Fitness, food/diet + all around 

4 24 Student, nurse Fitness and food/diet 

12 21 Student, CPH Business Fitness, food/diet 

16 26 Student, intercultural studies Fitness, food/diet + all around 

18 22 Works in sales Fitness, food/diet + all around 

22 26 Student Fitness, food/diet 

24 27 Nordic Client Manager at Maxus Denmark Fitness, food/diet + all around 

27 26 Consultant Food/diet 

30 20 In her sabbatical year Fitness, food/diet + all around 

37 26 Student, health and nutrition Fitness, food/diet 
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must	be	in	relation	to	the	other	interviews	(Nielsen,	2013).	The	process	of	creating	the	personas	is	presented	

in	the	illustration	on	the	following	page.	

 

 

	

	
Illustration	3:	Authors’	own	illustration.	A	cyclic	approach	to	persona	development	building	on	the	work	of	Nilsson	(2013).	
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ANALYSIS 

	

The	 following	 chapter	 presents	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 empirical	 data.	 The	 first	 section	 introduces	 the	 two	

constructed	personas	Charlotte	and	Sophie	with	an	explanation	of	the	criteria	from	which	they	are	created.	

The	structure	of	our	analysis	 follows	the	 four	 identified	themes	and	the	body	of	 the	analysis	 is	 therefore	

divided	 into	 four	 sections:	 The	 online	 performance,	 The	 idealised	 self,	 The	 individual	 in	 the	 group,	 and	

Avoiding	misrepresentation.	The	aim	is	to	disclose	the	underlying	reasons	behind	the	target	group’s	strategic	

behaviour	on	Instagram	in	relation	to	fitness	content	and	the	influential	role	this	plays	in	their	ongoing	online	

identity	project.	

	

Personas 
During	 the	processing	of	 the	empirical	 data,	we	have	 seen	 some	 clear	 similarities	 and	differences	 in	 the	

informants’	online	identities.	In	order	to	ensure	a	fair	presentation	of	the	target	group,	and	to	ensure	the	

occurring	 variations	 to	 best	 effect,	 we	 have	 divided	 the	 girls	 into	 two	 subgroups,	 representing	 differing	

tendencies	in	their	strategic	self-presentations.	Here	it	is	important	to	state	that	the	girls	by	many	measures	

are	similar	in	their	online	behaviour	on	Instagram.	This	was	expected	as	a	result	of	our	initial	screening	of	the	

informants,	where	the	purpose	was	to	ensure	a	homogenous	group	of	informants.	However,	we	have	at	the	

same	 time	 detected	 some	 noteworthy	 differences	 between	 the	 two	 subgroups.	 The	 girls	 are	 therefore	

categorised	in	relation	to	the	motivational	variances	for	linking	themselves	strategically	to	selected	content	

on	Instagram,	which	is	reflected	in	their	online	performances	and	ultimately	in	their	digital	identities.	During	

the	analysis,	we	present	the	similarities	and	differences	 in	their	online	 linking	behaviour	where	these	are	

found	prominent.		

	

	 	



 56	
	

	

The	alarm	goes	off	at	7.00	am.	Charlotte	gets	out	of	bed	quietly,	trying	not	to	wake	up	her	boyfriend.	The	

first	lecture	at	university	does	not	start	until	11.00	am,	which	gives	her	time	to	get	a	workout	in	before	class.	

Today	is	Thursday	and	the	workout	of	the	day	is	“Body	Pump”.	It	is	the	third	time	this	week	she	goes	to	the	

gym	out	of	 the	usual	 four	 to	six	 times	a	week.	Charlotte	 is	pretty	happy	with	today’s	workout,	especially	

because	she	did	not	feel	any	pain	from	her	old	knee	injury.	Before	she	jumps	into	the	shower,	she	takes	a	

few	snapshots	of	herself	in	today’s	workout	outfit,	as	usual,	and	instantly	uploads	it	to	Instagram	with	a	few	

words	describing	the	workout	with	the	hashtags	#fitfamdk,	#fitness,	#fitspo,	#training,	#workout,	#getfit,	and	

#health.	Meanwhile,	she	reminds	herself	to	also	share	the	training	video	she	made	yesterday	with	“how	to”-

exercises,	later	today.	

	

Arriving	at	home	she	starts	preparing	her	breakfast:	a	vegetable	and	fruit	smoothie	with	a	bowl	of	yoghurt	

and	homemade	granola.	As	she	eats,	she	checks	her	Instagram	feed	for	the	latest	posts.	It	puts	a	smile	on	

[If	I	get	many	likes]	it	has	much	to	do	with	what	time	of	the	day	I	upload	it.		
There	are	certain	times	where	you	get	more	likes	because	there	are	more	people	
online.	I	love	to	get	likes,	it	gives	me	a	motivation	boost.	(Informant	4)	
	



 57	
	

her	face	when	she	realises	that	the	morning	post	has	already	received	32	likes	and	she	even	got	two	new	

followers.	She	feels	that	it	is	going	to	be	a	good	day.	During	breakfast	she	likes	and	comments	extensively	on	

various	fitness-related	posts.	She	sees	an	entry	from	one	of	her	favourite	profiles	with	a	recipe	for	low-fat	

protein	pancakes	and	takes	a	screenshot	of	it	to	save	it	for	later.	Finally	a	recipe	that	is	different	from	all	the	

others	she	has	previously	seen	on	Instagram.	She	decides	to	try	it	out	later	today	and	possibly	share	it	with	

her	own	followers.	She	does	not	understand	why	other	profiles	would	share	posts	that	have	already	been	

shared	by	million	others.	For	her	it	is	all	about	finding	new	ways	of	inspiring	and	motivating	her	followers.	

Who	would	like	or	follow	a	profile	that	just	uploads	the	same	content	as	everybody	else?	She	puts	this	much	

thought	into	creating	interesting	and	relevant	content	because	she	knows	what	is	needed	in	order	to	gain	

popularity.	

	

During	 class	 Charlotte	 cannot	 help	 herself	 from	 checking	 her	 Instagram	 feed.	 Several	 profiles	 have	

commented	 on	 this	 morning’s	 post,	 but	 she	 especially	 notices	 one	 from	 the	 renowned	 profile	

“healthyskinnybitchdk”,	commending	her	with	the	comment:	“Well	done!”,	accompanied	by	a	strong	arm	

emoji	(	 ).	Charlotte	feels	excited	about	the	comment	as	she	has	followed	this	profile	for	a	long	period	of	

time	and	admires	her	success.	“Healthyskinnybitchdk”	has	made	a	 living	out	of	uploading	 fitness	content	

daily	and	inspiring	her	24.200	followers	to	lead	a	healthy	lifestyle.	One	day,	Charlotte	hopes	to	become	just	

as	successful	and	popular	on	Instagram.				

	

Charlotte	is	very	much	into	fitness	and	a	healthy	diet.	This	is	reflected	in	her	choice	of	education	in	health	

and	nutrition	at	Metropol	in	Copenhagen.	Previously	she	has	struggled	with	her	own	weight,	but	after	high	

school	she	decided	to	change	her	lifestyle.	After	many	years	of	fighting	the	yo-yo	weight	effect	of	various	

diets,	 she	 decided	 to	 replace	 the	 dieting	with	 a	 healthy	 lifestyle.	 She	 started	working	 out	 regularly	 and	

changed	her	eating	habits	 to	 the	extent	 that	 it	 has	become	an	 integrated	part	of	her	with	 the	help	of	 a	

personal	trainer.	Now	the	dream	is	to	help	other	women	in	the	same	situation	drawing	on	her	knowledge	

and	 experience,	which	 is	why	 she	 is	 simultaneously	 studying	 to	 become	a	 personal	 trainer	 herself.	 Even	

though	 the	 fitness	 lifestyle	 has	 become	 a	 great	 part	 of	 Charlotte,	 she	 still	 finds	 a	 lot	 of	 inspiration	 and	

motivation	to	her	workouts	and	eating	habits	via	other	Instagram	profiles.	Since	the	fitness	lifestyle	is	such	

an	important	part	of	Charlotte’s	life,	her	own	Instagram	profile	is	also	centred	on	this	field	of	interest.	
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It	has	been	a	long	day	at	work	for	Sophie.	She	is	a	newly	graduated	candidate	from	Copenhagen	Business	

School	 and	 has	 only	 been	 in	 her	 job	 for	 six	 months	 as	 a	 sales	 manager	 at	 a	 consulting	 firm	 in	 central	

Copenhagen.	She	is	happy	in	her	job,	but	being	a	newbie	there	is	still	a	lot	to	learn,	so	she	is	tired	from	the	

many	tasks	during	the	week.	When	her	friend	Marie	calls	her	and	asks	if	she	wants	to	go	out	for	dinner,	she	

decides	 to	cancel	 the	workout	 she	had	planned	 for	 this	evening.	 It	 is	Friday	afternoon	and	since	she	has	

already	worked	out	two	times	this	week,	 it	 is	okay.	Depending	on	how	the	evening	goes,	she	might	get	a	

workout	in	the	following	day,	but	if	she	ends	up	getting	drunk	with	Marie,	she	would	also	enjoy	a	“hangover	

day”	in	bed	with	French	fries	and	a	TV-show.	This	scenario	makes	her	smile	as	she	thinks	to	herself	that	this	

would	make	a	great	Instagram	post	as	it	tells	a	good	story	that	people	would	like.					 
	

I	mostly	share	positive	things.	My	posts	are	small	happy	glimpses	of	everyday	
life	that	I	personally	appreciate.	But	I	also	think	about	what	people	want	to	look	
at.	On	days	when	I	do	not	upload	anything,	it's	because	I'm	not	doing	anything	
that	is	interesting	to	others.	In	contrast,	if	I	go	to	the	good	coffee	shop,	I	want	to	
share	this	luxurious	moment	that	is	worth	looking	at	for	others.	(Informant	24)	
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Sophie	meets	Marie	at	LêLê	Street	Kitchen,	where	they	treat	themselves	with	a	bit	of	everything	from	the	

menu:	spring	rolls,	Thai	beef	salad	and	dumplings.	They	also	agree	to	order	a	bottle	of	white	wine	as,	after	

all,	it	is	Friday,	and	who	knows	where	the	evening	might	take	them?	Before	they	start	eating,	Sophie	moves	

the	plates	around	to	take	a	picture	of	the	dishes.	It	has	to	look	delicious	and	appetizing	when	it	is	shared	on	

Instagram.	She	crops	the	image,	brightens	it	and	adds	a	“crema”-filter	to	give	it	an	extra	touch.	Hashtags	as	

#hygge,	#smallglimpsesofeverydayhappiness,	#bestfriend,	#friday,	#goingout,	#healthyfood,	#healthyliving,	

and	#cph	are	quickly	added.	She	tags	Marie	in	the	caption,	and	checks	them	in	at	the	restaurant.	Marie	sees	

that	Sophie	has	checked	her	in	and	makes	a	joke	about	it:	“as	long	as	you	don’t	check	me	in	on	one	your	look-

at-me-I’m-in-the-gym-posts”,	Marie	 says	with	 a	 friendly	 grin.	 She	 is	 not	 into	 fitness	or	 healthy	dieting	 as	

Sophie	is,	which	she	tends	to	make	clear	every	time	she	gets	the	chance.	They	have	been	close	friends	for	

many	years	and	have	a	lot	of	things	in	common,	but	Marie	has	never	understood	this	interest	of	Sophie’s.	

For	the	same	reason	Sophie	tries	to	avoid	sharing	this	part	of	herself	with	Marie,	which	can	be	difficult	as	

Marie	is	following	her	on	Instagram	and	therefore	always	sees	when	Sophie	uploads	posts	about	being	in	the	

gym	or	shares	well	composed	captions	of	her	healthy	meals.	In	general	Sophie	does	not	have	many	friends	

that	seem	to	understand	her	engagement	 in	 this	healthy	 lifestyle,	which	 is	why	she	appreciates	having	a	

forum	like	Instagram,	where	she	can	share	it	without	being	questioned	or	made	fun	of.		

	

Generally,	Sophie	cares	a	lot	about	being	healthy	by	having	the	right	diet	and	exercising	regularly,	but	she	

also	greatly	appreciates	the	small	memorable	moments	 in	everyday	 life.	According	to	her,	 there	must	be	

room	for	a	little	bit	of	everything,	and	she	emphasises	that	training	should	not	be	a	chore,	but	something	

that	she	looks	forward	to.	This	can	also	be	seen	on	Sophie’s	Instagram	profile	where	you	both	find	pictures	

from	 workouts,	 healthy	 food,	 restaurant	 visits,	 travels,	 and	 cosy	 coffee	 moments.	 It	 includes	 all	 small	

glimpses	of	everyday	life	that	are	worth	remembering	and	have	an	extra	value	to	her,	and	those	who	follow	

her.	This	is	Sophie’s	personal	photo	album,	but	she	also	enjoys	sharing	it	with	others	and	getting	a	positive	

response	on	her	posts	from	girls	like	herself.	
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The online performance 
When	performing	online	on	the	social	networking	site	Instagram,	one	central	element	is	the	concept	of	the	

setting.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 Instagram,	 the	 stage	 is	 set	 for	 Charlotte	 and	 Sophie	 to	 play	 out	 their	 individual	

performances,	by	implementing	the	functionalities	and	the	sign	equipment	offered	in	this	setting.	Charlotte	

and	Sophie	 choose	among	 these	 functionalities	 to	 “decorate”	 their	 appearance	 in	order	 to	 influence	 the	

perception	their	 Instagram	followers	–	the	audience	–	gets	of	them.	Therefore,	the	performance	is	highly	

controlled,	as	both	Charlotte	and	Sophie	say	they	put	a	lot	of	thought	into	their	Instagram	performances:	

	

The	Instagram	setting	can	be	characterised	as	a	theatrical	setup	where	you	set	the	stage	yourself	and	create	

the	scenography	that	supports	the	performance	that	is	to	be	acted	out.	Transferred	to	an	online	context	the	

setting	 then	 becomes	 a	more	 intangible	 dimension	where	 Sophie	 and	 Charlotte	 themselves	 can	 choose	

exactly	when	and	how	to	interact	and	present	themselves	to	their	audiences.	Because	their	online	Instagram	

performances	 are	 not	 acted	out	 immediately	 they	 are,	 to	 a	 high	 degree,	 able	 to	 control	 the	 image	 they	

portray	 in	 the	 minds	 of	 their	 followers.	 Sophie’s	 and	 Charlotte’s	 statements	 demonstrate	 how	 their	

performances	 on	 Instagram	 are	 highly	 intentional	 and	 conscious	 and	 further	 how	 the	 Instagram	 setting	

allows	for	their	performances	to	be	constructed	in	a	backstage	area	to	perfection,	before	the	performance	

is	presented	to	the	frontstage	audience	as	they	choose	to	post	the	content.	Further,	 the	statements	also	

show	 that	 Charlotte,	 in	 comparison	 to	 Sophie,	 is	 in	 a	 constant	 state	 of	 preparedness	when	 it	 comes	 to	

creating	content	that	can	provide	her	with	the	attention	she	is	aiming	at.	Sophie	is	aware	of	this	possibility	

to	edit	and	control	one’s	posts,	but	to	her,	this	is	rather	perceived	as	a	common	Instagram	practice.	

I	often	take	the	pictures	in	advance,	before	even	uploading	them.	Sometimes	in	the	morning,	and	then	
I	post	it	later	that	day,	when	I	have	the	time.	It	only	takes	three	to	four	minutes	if	I’ve	edited	it	earlier	
on	because	my	hashtags	are	saved	and	ready	to	apply.	But	the	editing	on	my	phone	takes	a	little	time.	
I	often	make	three	different	edits	of	the	same	image,	and	then	choose	the	one	that	best	catch	my	own	
attention,	as	I	think	this	will	be	the	one	to	get	other	people’s	attention	too.	Because	of	course	I	like	the	
recognition	–	it	means	something	to	me.	(Charlotte,	informant	12)	
	

You	can	take	it	[the	picture]	at	ease	at	home	and	take	maybe	200	before	choosing	the	one	that	presents	
you	in	the	best	way,	and	share	it	with	people	who	have	the	same	interests	as	you.	(Sophie,	informant	
16)	
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They	choose	particular	sign	equipment	in	order	to	bring	forth	a	desired	impression	as	they	know	that	this	

sign	equipment	is	essential	to	present	themselves	in	the	best	possible	way.	When	Charlotte	e.g.	uses	specific	

hashtags	it	is	with	the	objective	to	be	associated	with	the	meanings	of	these	hashtags:		

	

Charlotte	describes	how	she	employs	particular	sign	equipment	to	ensure	a	specific	appearance.	Part	of	her	

appearance	is	made	up	by	the	associated	meanings	that	are	implicit	in	the	employed	hashtags,	and	that	she	

wishes	to	be	 identified	with.	 In	her	online	social	 interaction,	she	uses	these	 identity	cues	that	 inform	her	

audience	about	what	kind	of	person	she	is,	and	therefore	what	kind	of	behaviour	they	can	expect	from	her	

on	her	Instagram	profile.	She	uses	her	Instagram	for	sharing	and	interacting	with	content	and	profiles	within	

the	fitness	community,	and	therefore	her	own	posts	are	mostly	related	to	this	field	of	interest.	By	consistently	

sharing	fitness-related	content	she	directs	herself	to	people	with	the	same	interests	and	tries	to	attract	their	

engagement	while	strengthening	her	image	as	a	fitness	enthusiast	in	the	minds	of	her	followers.	Mostly	she	

posts	to	get	followers	and	likes,	and	therefore	the	objective	of	her	online	behaviour	is	to	maintain	or	increase	

her	amount	of	 followers	and	 likes.	She	 is	continuously	 interacting	and	communicating	with	her	audience,	

demonstrating	a	use	of	micro-celebrity	practices.	Occasionally,	she	also	uploads	content,	which	she	considers	

as	being	for	herself:	

Of	course	I	take	selfies.	There’s	no	way	around	it.	And	of	course	I	also	try	to	angle	my	body	in	the	right	
way,	so	I	can	appear	the	way	I	want.	(Charlotte,	informant	22)	
	

I	use	specific	hashtags	because	I	know	there	are	people	who	will	search	for	the	same	stuff	as	I	do.	That	
is	100%	deliberate	(...)	There’s	a	reason	for	uploading	content	and	for	using	specific	hashtags	-	it	does	
of	course	have	a	specific	purpose.	They	say	something	about	me	as	a	person.	(Charlotte,	informant	27)	
	

I	think	a	lot	about	how	I	am	my	own	product,	and	that	in	a	way	I	need	to	sell	myself	(...).	Food	pictures	
get	the	most	likes,	so	I	post	a	combination	of	food	and	workout	pictures	(...)	Every	time	I	make	a	post,	
I	think	about	whether	the	objective	with	it	is	to	get	followers,	or	if	it’s	a	post	for	me.	If	it’s	a	post	for	
me,	then	it’s	more	okay	if	it	doesn’t	get	a	lot	of	likes.	(Charlotte,	informant	37)	

I	use	filters	to	e.g.	bring	out	my	eyes	and	to	make	it	[the	picture]	a	little	extra	nice.	I	rarely	post	pictures	
without	 a	 filter	 (...)	 Sometimes	 when	 I	 take	 a	 selfie	 I	 think	 to	 myself	 “Wow!	 What	 a	 fat	 cheek!”.	
Everybody	does	 it;	 they	take	30	pictures,	 choose	one	which	they	edit,	 remove	dark	 rings	under	their	
eyes,	and	add	a	filter.	A	lot	of	it	[the	content	on	Instagram]	is	set	up	and	constructed,	but	I	don’t	think..	
well,	I	just	don’t	think	it	matters	that	much.	(Sophie,	informant	1)	
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The	ability	she	possesses	to	attract	attention	from	others	is	to	Charlotte	a	form	of	social	currency.	She	knows	

what	her	audience	wants	and	therefore	how	to	manage	it	by	constructing	easily	consumed	content.	In	this	

way,	Charlotte’s	online	social	behaviour	can	be	characterised	as	a	self-marketing	strategy,	where	the	wish	to	

maintain	and	increase	her	number	of	followers	creates	an	element	of	competition.	She	describes	herself	as	

an	 “upcoming	profile”,	when	 comparing	herself	 to	 other	 fitness	 profiles	 and	because	 she	weighs	 herself	

against	more	popular	profiles,	the	desire	for	getting	likes	and	followers	is	a	motivational	factor	in	her	self-

promoting	identity	project	on	Instagram.	This	is	underlined	by	her	own	description	of	how	she	looks	to	these	

profiles	for	inspiration	that	she	can	transfer	to	her	own:	

	

Additionally,	when	asked	about	how	often	she	likes	and	comments,	Charlotte	confirms	her	strategic	online	

behaviour.	When	she	interacts	with	other	people’s	content	on	Instagram,	she	does	it	for	her	own	benefit	as	

she	has	an	expectation	or	a	hope,	that	the	engagement	will	be	returned:	

	

Similarly,	in	order	to	uphold	her	follower’s	interest,	she	explains	how	it	is	important	to	regularly	upload	new	

content	and	because	it	is	impossible	to	be	“on”	24/7,	it	is	necessary	to	have	pictures	in	reserve	to	meet	the	

followers’	 expectations	 to	 her.	 She	 employs	 strategies	 in	 order	 to	 ensure	 constant	 presence	 on	 the	

networking	site.	To	her,	it	is	a	part	of	the	“game”	to	know	what	you	want	with	your	profile	and	how	to	get	it.	

She	acknowledges	popularity	as	a	goal	for	her	presence	on	Instagram	within	the	fitness	community,	and	as	

she	has	chosen	to	make	the	fitness	lifestyle	her	profession,	she	wishes	to	excel	within	this	field	of	interest	

when	trying	to	influence	her	audience	to	perceive	her	as	a	respected	fitness	inspiration.		In	contrast,	Sophie	

is	more	holistic	in	her	presentation	of	self	on	Instagram,	including	more	aspects	of	her	everyday	activities.	

Even	though	she	also	seeks	the	recognition	for	her	identity	project	on	Instagram,	she	does	not	acknowledge	

popularity	as	the	main	goal	of	her	Instagram	presence.		For	Sophie,	when	commenting	on	Instagram	posts,	

she	emphasises	that	it	is	important	to	her	to	have	an	already	established	relation	to	people.	This	can	be	either	

I	follow	others	within	the	sport	world.	Partly	to	get	inspiration	and	partly	to	see	what’s	happening	and	
what	I	can	use	on	my	own	profile	(...)	But	it	is	clear	to	see	that	my	profile	is	upcoming.	I	do	hope	though	
that	people	can	see	that	I	have	a	great	knowledge	within	this	field.	(Charlotte,	informant	22)	
	

I	do	it	all	the	time.	And	that’s	of	course	on	posts	that	are	related	to	fitness	in	order	to	create	some	sort	
of	relationship	to	the	people	with	this	interest.	Then	maybe	they	will	like	or	comment	back	or	even	start	
following	me.	(Charlotte,	informant	37)	
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people	 that	she	knows	privately	 from	the	offline	world	–	or	people	 that	she	has	built	a	 relationship	with	

through	Instagram.	

	

Part	of	Sophie’s	motivation	for	using	Instagram	is	the	ability	to	create	relations	and	socialise	with	likeminded	

people.	In	order	to	establish	and	maintain	these	relations,	she	acts	accordingly	by	navigating	in	her	personal	

front	and	by	choosing	the	sign	equipment	that	best	fulfils	this	desire.	Whereas	Sophie	is	quite	conscious	as	

to	why	she	comments,	occasionally	she	likes	content	without	paying	further	attention	to	it.	She	describes	it	

as	an	act	of	habit	when	entertaining	herself	to	pass	time:		

	

This	shows	that	liking	others’	content	is	for	Sophie	sometimes	done	out	of	pure	reflex	without,	like	Charlotte,	

having	an	agenda	of	doing	so,	indicating	that	the	constant	accessibility	of	Instagram	makes	her	more	prone	

to	 interact	without	thinking	about	 it.	But	 like	Charlotte,	she	still	knows	how	to	perform	in	relation	to	her	

audience.	By	implementing	this	knowledge,	she	is	capable	of	presenting	a	consistent	and	appealing	persona	

that	is	significant	to	her	followers.	

	

Characterising	for	Sophie’s	profile	is	that	it,	besides	fitness-related	content,	also	includes	other	aspects	of	

her	life	that	according	to	her	makes	it	easier	for	her	followers	to	relate	to	her.	Subsequently,	she	believes	

this	is	the	reason	for,	what	she	defines	as,	her	many	followers.		

	

I	can	clearly	see	the	difference	between	posts	that	get	more	likes	than	others,	depending	on	text,	
picture	and	hashtags.	Considering	that	I’m	just	Sophie	-	a	25-year-old	girl	who	goes	to	work	-	I	think	I	
have	quite	a	lot	of	followers.	I	think	it’s	because	I	just	show	this	everyday	lifestyle,	where	there’s	room	
for	everything.	I	don’t	look	like	a	fitness	model,	and	I	will	never	look	like	that.	I	think	many	people	can	
relate	to	that.	(Sophie,	informant	24)	
	

I	like	others’	posts	on	the	spur	of	the	moment	-	if	it’s	a	cool	or	a	nice	picture,	I’ll	like	it.	Sometimes	I	don’t	
think	a	lot	about	what	I	like,	and	from	time	to	time	I	suddenly	find	myself	with	my	phone	in	my	hand	
without	noticing	taking	it.	Sometimes	it’s	sheer	killing	time.	I	sometimes	forget	that	I’ve	liked	a	post.	
(Sophie,	informant	16)	
	

I	like	a	lot,	but	I	don’t	comment	quite	as	often	-	that’s	more	if	I	know	them	or	I’ve	been	following	them	
for	a	longer	period	of	time	(...)	I	comment	on	posts	from	girls	that	are	more	like	me	and	that	I	can	see	
myself	in.	(Sophie,	informant	18)	
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Sophie’s	and	Charlotte’s	self-presentations	are	different,	but	they	are	both	motivated	by	the	social	currency	

that	can	be	obtained	on	Instagram.	They	are	both	aware	of	how	their	profiles	engage	their	audiences	and	

the	way	they	choose	to	perform	in	the	online	environment	seeks	to	enhance	this	engagement.	When	other	

profiles	interact	with	their	content,	 in	terms	of	liking,	commenting,	following,	etc.,	they	feel	that	they	get	

recognition	for	who	they	are	on	Instagram.	Even	though	Sophie	is	“just	Sophie	-	a	25-year-old	girl…”,	she	has	

been	able	to	engage	users	in	her	content	and	she	has	a	very	clear	idea	of	why	that	is.	In	the	socialising	aspect,	

that	Sophie	places	great	importance	on,	lies	as	well	the	recognition	she	gets	in	the	socialisation	process	from	

users	she	considers	her	peers.	

	

Sophie’s	 and	 Charlotte’s	 statements	 show	 how	 they	 polish	 their	 profiles	 to	 display	 the	 best	 version	 of	

themselves	on	Instagram	and	how	they	seek	recognition	for	the	personas	they	present.	In	the	performance	

they	aim	to	reach	a	higher	social	status	by	collecting	the	social	currency	that	comes	with	the	attention	they	

mobilise	on	their	profiles.	So	even	if	they	differ	in	their	motivations	for	strategic	linking	on	Instagram,	they	

both	strive	for	the	social	recognition.		

	

The idealised self 
Part	 of	 the	 socialisation	 process	 is	 meeting	 expectations	 from	 the	 followers	 by	 choosing	 the	 right	 sign	

equipment	in	order	to	project	the	wanted	self-image.	Charlotte	and	Sophie	are	aware	of	these	expectations	

as	 they	 construct	 their	 personas	 in	 order	 to	 fulfil	 these.	 Part	 of	 this	 insight	 comes	 from	 experiencing	

themselves	how	these	expectations	to	certain	accepted	and	desired	appearances	change	over	time	in	line	

with	trends	that	emerge	in	society.	In	examining	their	online	identities	on	Instagram,	it	becomes	clear	that	

Sophie	 and	 Charlotte’s	 presentations	 of	 themselves	 are	 highly	 affected	 by	 these	 societal	 changes.	 They	

explain	how	the	idealistic	view	on	women	and	their	bodily	appearances	have	changed	several	times	during	

the	past	decades,	starting	as	being	a	trend	for	the	few	and	rapidly	gathering	momentum	until	becoming	a	

prerequisite	 for	attaining	the	“right”	 lifestyle.	Further,	Sophie	and	Charlotte	explain	how	ideals	 like	these	

It	would	be	wrong	of	me	to	say	that	I	don’t	do	it	for	the	likes.	After	all	it’s	a	way	to	gain	recognition	and	
credit	for	what	you	do.	 If	I	think	people	have	done	a	good	job,	 I’ll	 like	their	post	as	well	to	give	them	
props.	It’s	very	much	to	give	recognition	to	people.	(Sophie,	informant	30)	
	

You	are	more	humane	if	you	show	that	there’s	room	for	everything.	Many	of	the	profiles	I	follow,	are	
beginning	to	focus	on	the	balance,	but	you	will	of	course	still	look	to	the	insanely	well-trained	girls	as	
they	are	still	fascinating.	You	look	up	to	them	and	get	inspiration	from	them.	(Sophie,	informant	24)		
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encourage	and	even	demand	a	certain	behaviour	to	fit	in,	affecting	the	expectations	from	others	as	well	as	

their	expectations	to	themselves.		

	

They	both	mention	how	they	are	pleased	 to	see	 that	 the	 female	 ideal	has	changed	 from	being	skinny	 to	

strong.	Sophie	mentions	how	she	sees	the	‘size-zero’-ideal	of	the	90ies	as	a	very	unhealthy	project	that	gave	

girls	an	unrealistic	relationship	with	their	bodies.	They	agree	that	this	new	ideal	that	allows	for	women	to	

gain	muscles	is	better,	as	the	focus	is	on	exercise	and	healthy	dieting,	instead	of	being	skinny	and	starved.	As	

Sophie	puts	 it,	“you	have	to	actually	eat	 to	gain	muscle”	 (informant	30).	For	Sophie	and	Charlotte,	 it	has	

become	more	socially	accepted	for	women	to	lift	weights,	and	to	Charlotte,	this	is	a	sign	that	women	have	

gained	a	more	equal	status	to	men	in	relation	to	bodily	ideals.	At	the	same	time,	they	think	that	some	people	

are	taking	this	ideal	to	the	extremes,	which	they	consider	being	just	as	unhealthy.	Sophie	points	out	how	this	

ideal	has	affected	her	online	behaviour	on	Instagram	and	how	she	sees	this	as	a	common	trend.	Concurrently,	

with	the	mainstreaminization	of	this	ideal	she	has	changed	the	way	she	perceives	her	ideal	self	and	hence	

the	way	she	presents	herself,	both	offline	and	online.	

	

According	to	Sophie’s	statement,	in	order	to	live	up	to	the	ideals	that	one	tries	to	portray	as	part	of	a	personal	

persona	 on	 Instagram,	 one	 should	 also	 act	 accordingly	 when	 offline.	 As	 she	 explains,	 people’s	 identity	

projects	on	Instagram	change	in	line	with	the	ideals	and	discourses	of	society.	The	ideal	of	being	fit	and	strong	

has	 forged	 a	 lifestyle	 that	 many	 have	 chosen	 to	 adopt	 into	 their	 online	 self-presentation	 on	 Instagram	

because	being	a	fit	and	physically	strong	person	has	achieved	accredited	significance	in	society	in	general.	

This	 encourages	 Sophie	 to	 change	 the	 content	 she	 links	 herself	 to	 on	 Instagram,	 by	picking	out	 the	 sign	

equipment	necessary	 to	present	 the	 ideal	 image	of	her	as	a	 fitness	enthusiastic	person	and	give	her	 the	

needed	status	to	support	this	identity	project.	Sophie’s	adoption	of	this	behaviour	means	that	she	herself	

In	the	90ies,	there	was	a	strong	focus	on	one’s	weight	-	the	skinnier	the	better.	Today	the	focus	is	on	a	
look	with	muscle	that	you	can	show	off.	It’s	a	tendency	that	we	also	see	in	the	fitness	centres	and	on	
Instagram.	But	I	still	see	a	general	wish	to	lose	weight	and	not	to	be	too	muscular.	Women	are	in	general	
still	unhappy	with	their	bodies,	and	that	goes	for	all	sizes.	(Charlotte,	informant	37)	
	

In	 the	beginning,	everyone,	 including	me,	 posted	pictures	of	 everyday	 things	 like	 food	and	beautiful	
views,	but	 suddenly	 there	was	 a	strong	 focus	 on	 healthy	 food	and	 training.	And	 you	have	 to	 lead	a	
certain	lifestyle	to	be	able	to	post	pictures	of	it…	or,	actually	you	don’t,	but	still	you	have	to	if	you	want	
to	be	credible.	(Sophie,	informant	1)	
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takes	part	in	the	reproduction	of	these	dominant	societal	discourses,	and	this	online	behaviour	is	confirmed	

by	the	acknowledgement	she	receives	from	her	followers’	engagement	in	her	profile.		

	

Sophie’s	 attempt	 to	 fit	 in	 is	 influenced	by	 the	 societal	 structures	 that	 come	 to	 decide	how	 she	presents	

herself.	Her	identity	project	can	be	seen	as	a	dynamic	entity	as	she	conforms	to	the	idealisations	that	are	

introduced	 to	her	 in	 society.	 This	 is	 further	underlined	when	both	Sophie	and	Charlotte	explain	 that	 the	

fitness	trend	is	moving	in	another	direction,	now	placing	a	greater	focus	on	balance.	This	focus	on	balance	is	

something	they	both	choose	to	implement	in	their	online	self-presentations.	Sophie	explains	this	by	saying	

that	the	reason	for	her	many	followers	is	that	she	also	focuses	on	everyday	posts	from	her	“ordinary”	life.	In	

this,	she	includes	the	fitness	 lifestyle,	but	also	shows	her	followers	that	there	is	room	for	everything.	She	

believes	that	users	appreciate	the	balance	that	she	represents	on	her	 Instagram	profile,	where	she	posts	

content	 that	 reflects	 a	 girl	 that	 both	 works	 out	 and	 eats	 healthy,	 but	 also	 enjoys	 life’s	 other	 treats.	

Furthermore,	she	explains	how	portraying	a	balanced	lifestyle	has	become	a	general	trend	on	Instagram:	

	

Once	again,	Sophie	explains	that	as	the	ideals	are	changing,	so	are	users’	self-presentations	on	Instagram	as	

they	start	to	employ	expressive	equipment	that	links	themselves	to	this	ideal	of	a	balanced	lifestyle.	Charlotte	

has	also	noticed	how	seeking	a	balance	has	emerged	on	Instagram	in	general	and	consequently	among	her	

followers.	 Therefore,	 she	 is	 aware	 of	 including	 elements	 in	 her	 Instagram	 performance	 that	 project	 this	

balanced	 lifestyle	 to	 her	 followers	 in	 order	 to	 include	 this	 as	 a	 part	 of	 her	 online	 persona.	 She	 gives	 an	

example	of	how	she	has	chosen	sign	equipment	that	for	her	reflects	this	balance:	

I	was	very	focused	on	it	in	the	past	[on	fitness],	but	I	found	out	how	much	I	had	to	sacrifice	[in	order	to	
look	like	an	ideal,	see	appendix	3,	picture	no.	4].	Now	I	allow	myself	to	have	nice	coffee	moments	and	
other	enjoyable	moments.	There’s	a	tendency	that	moves	away	from	that	[above	mentioned	ideal]	-	
you	don’t	have	to	be	strong	and	muscular,	you	just	need	to	be	naturally	healthy.	There’s	a	stronger	
focus	on	balance	now	and	not	just	to	live	off	chicken	and	beans.	You	can	still	enjoy	life.	I	believe	a	lot	
of	users	try	to	show	that	balance.	A	couple	of	years	ago	it	was	all	about	being	fit	and	ripped,	but	more	
and	more	people	start	to	emphasise	how	there	are	just	so	many	cool	things	in	life	that	you	should	
make	room	for	as	well.	You	really	need	to	be	dedicated	in	order	to	look	like	that	[picture].	(Sophie,	
informant	24)	
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Charlotte	and	Sophie	believe	that	the	reason	for	the	popularity	of	posts	depicting	cake	and	candy	is	due	to	

the	way	they	demonstrate	that	they	are	ordinary	girls	who,	despite	their	strong	orientation	towards	fitness,	

also	 indulges	 in	 unhealthy	 food.	 They	 know,	 that	 in	 order	 to	 gain	 recognition	 for	 their	 online	 self-

presentations	on	Instagram,	they	need	to	turn	what	might	have	been	previously	seen	as	weaknesses	into	

strengths	 as	 a	 healthy	 lifestyle,	 now	 prescribes	 the	 balance	 between	 exercise,	 a	 healthy	 diet,	 and	 other	

aspects	of	life.	By	conforming	to	this	accredited	ideal	of	a	more	balanced	lifestyle,	more	users	are	able	to	

relate	to	them	on	Instagram	as,	like	they	say,	the	tendency	on	Instagram	is	that	in	order	to	appear	as	a	person	

leading	 this	balanced	healthy	 lifestyle,	 you	need	 to	 show	more	aspects	of	 life.	 In	 the	 following	Charlotte	

describes	how	conforming	to	this	idealised	persona	is	intentional:				

	

	

The	performances	on	Instagram	are	subject	to	a	social	order	that	contains	some	basic	social	rules	associated	

with	ways	of	behaving.	By	conforming	to	these	rules	in	the	online	performances	on	Instagram,	Sophie	and	

Charlotte	 are	 able	 to	 manage	 the	 impressions	 they	 give	 when	 striving	 to	 present	 a	 satisfying	 image	 of	

themselves.	Where	Sophie	conforms	to	the	ideals	of	the	community	she	wants	to	be	a	part	of,	for	Charlotte,	

it	is	a	more	conscious	choice	to	create	a	relatable	persona	as	she	has	experienced	the	currency	that	is	to	be	

gained	from	this	characteristic.	Charlotte	does	not	want	to	be	ordinary,	but	rather	a	popular	and	respected	

fitness	profile.	At	the	same	time,	she	acknowledges	the	necessity	of	showing	a	more	ordinary	side	to	herself	

as	well	that	deviates	from	the	perfect	and	the	unreachable.	However,	when	she	describes	how	an	exam	is	

celebrated	with	candy,	she	portrays	it	as	an	extraordinary	situation	in	which	she	is	still	very	conscious	about	

trying	 to	maintain	a	 link	 to	 the	 fitness	 lifestyle.	Due	 to	 this	 social	order	on	 Instagram,	 they	know	how	to	

interact	and	similarly	what	behaviour	to	expect	from	fellow	Instagrammers.	Elaborating	on	this,	Sophie	and	

I	do	a	lot	of	lifting	and	weight	training,	and	that’s	also	what	I	show	on	my	profile.	But	I	still	try	to	show	
on	my	profile	that	I’m	not	too	fancy	to	eat	a	piece	of	cake	or	a	bowl	of	candy.	I	want	to	show	that	we	
all	have	our	little	weaknesses	and	an	urge	to	be	ourselves	and	to	treat	ourselves	(...)	For	example,	when	
I	had	just	done	an	exam,	I	posted	a	picture	with	candy	and	a	text	that	said	“the	health	and	nutrition	
student	celebrates	her	exam	with	candy”.	I	got	a	crazy	amount	of	likes	on	that	one.	I	showed	that	you	
should	be	allowed	to	live	and	enjoy	life.	And	it	seems	that	people	really	like	that.	(Charlotte,	informant	
37)	
	

Sometimes	there	are	new	waves	of	things	people	do	[on	Instagram],	and	therefore	you	are	more	ready	
to	do	these	things	yourself.	After	all,	you	think	about	who	you	want	to	appear	as;	do	you	want	to	be	
unreachable,	or	do	you	want	to	be	the	one	people	can	relate	to?	That’s	a	very	conscious	choice	for	me.	
(Charlotte,	informant	22)	
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Charlotte	give	examples	on	how	these	unwritten	rules	permit	a	behaviour	on	Instagram	that	is	commonly	

considered	inappropriate	in	other	contexts.		

	

	

According	to	Charlotte,	 the	social	norms	that	apply	on	 Instagram	overrule	other	well	established	societal	

norms	that	criticise	self-enhancing	conducts,	allowing	for	a	more	complacent	behaviour	on	Instagram	that	is	

otherwise	scrutinised	outside	of	the	setting	of	Instagram.	This	is	seen	in	the	way	the	value	of	the	attention	

drawn	to	Charlotte	changes	character	as	soon	as	she	moves	from	the	offline	situation	at	the	gym	into	the	

online	settings	of	Instagram.	The	ambiguity	is	further	shown	in	the	way	she	both	wants	to	avoid	and	attract	

this	attention	for	her	fitness-related	behaviour,	depending	on	the	setting	and	the	manner	in	which	this	 is	

acted	out.	While	posing	to	take	a	selfie	at	the	gym	is	looked	down	upon	and	perceived	as	a	negative	portrayal	

of	herself	by	others,	 it	 is	 instead	cheerfully	acknowledged	when	presented	to	the	audience	on	Instagram,	

where	 the	 prevailing	 social	 structure	 encourages	 this	 form	 of	 self-presentation.	 Based	 on	 these	

circumstances,	Sophie	also	considers	Instagram	as	the	networking	platform	best	suited	for	giving	vent	to	self-

promotion:		

	

Sophie	and	Charlotte	are	well	aware	of	the	fact	that	they	present	themselves	differently	on	Instagram	than	

in	other	contexts.	Instagram	as	a	platform	not	only	offers	and	facilitates	a	more	complacent	self-presentation	

due	to	its	editing	options,	as	the	girls	describe,	these	functionalities	also	need	to	be	put	into	play	in	order	to	

meet	“certain	standards”.	As	stated	in	the	following,	the	shared	content	must	live	up	to	these	standards	for	

the	audience	to	actively	engage	in	it:		

	

I	use	Instagram	to	say	something	about	myself	–	my	alter	ego.	If	you	want	to	draw	attention	to	yourself,	
for	example	if	one	evening	you	look	extra	good,	you’ll	post	it	on	Instagram	and	not	on	Facebook	where	
people	quickly	can	get	more	judgemental.	(Sophie,	informant	30)	
	

It’s	difficult	 to	 take	pictures	at	 the	gym	because	it’s	seen	as	something	uncool.	There’s	some	kind	of	
awkwardness	about	 it,	and	you	know	that	it	will	attract	more	attention	than	you	really	want	 in	that	
situation.	There’s	a	discrepancy	between	the	commonness	of	taking	selfies	and	the	‘Law	of	Jante’	that	
prevents	us	from	doing	it	in	public.	(Charlotte,	informant	37)	
	

Sometimes	I’ll	scroll	through	my	profile	and	I’ll	notice	some	posts	that	are	not	that	Instagram-friendly,	
and	I’ll	delete	them.	Maybe	they	weren’t	good	enough.	There’s	a	certain	standard	that	Instagram	posts	
must	live	up	to.	(Charlotte,	informant	4)	
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As	Sophie	earlier	stated,	it	is	common	knowledge	that	everybody	applies	the	editing	features	of	Instagram	

to	present	themselves	in	the	best	way	possible.	Consequently,	she	sees	this	as	part	of	the	rules	of	the	game	

and	takes	for	granted	that	everybody	else	do	too.	She	considers	it	a	natural	part	of	Instagram	interaction	to	

utilise	these	functionalities,	wherefore	she	does	not	consider	this	to	be	a	problem.	Similarly,	Charlotte	finds	

that	profiles	that	do	not	conform	to	these	Instagram	standards,	will	not	be	able	to	attract	attention:	

	

Charlotte	points	out	that	in	order	to	achieve	social	currency	in	the	form	of	comments	and	likes,	it	is	necessary	

to	make	your	posts	appealing	to	your	audience.	Charlotte	and	Sophie	feel	that	as	this	kind	of	behaviour	on	

Instagram	is	commonly	accepted,	it	is	not	something	that	they	consider	as	misrepresenting	the	user	per	se.	

Rather,	 if	users	do	not	portray	an	 image	on	 Instagram	that	corresponds	 to	 their	offline	persona,	 it	 is	not	

deceiving	as	long	as	they	present	a	persona	they	strive	to	be,	a	potential	future	version	of	themselves.	

	

According	to	Charlotte,	creating	a	persona	on	Instagram	that	does	not	correspond	to	the	offline	persona	100	

percent,	can	be	a	motivating	factor	in	trying	to	live	up	to	the	ascribed	ideals	in	society.	This	suggests	that	

documenting	her	lifestyle	choices	and	showing	off	her	progress	may	help	hold	herself	accountable	for	living	

up	to	the	image	she	portrays,	implying	that	once	she	verbalises	her	goals	and	declares	them	in	the	public	

settings	of	Instagram	the	more	likely	she	is	to	fulfil	them.	Charlotte	wants	to	become	a	personal	trainer	–	

something	out	of	the	ordinary.	She	strives	to	be	more	within	the	fitness	community,	which	is	also	reflected	

in	her	personal	choice	of	education.	And	as	she	aspires	to	become	something	she	has	not	yet	achieved,	her	

strategic	behaviour	is	reinforced	through	micro-celebrity	practises.		

	

 

 

 

 

The	visual	aspect	and	the	layout	in	general	is	very	important.	People	spend	plenty	of	time	trying	to	make	
it	[the	post]	 look	nice	and	appealing	to	the	eye.	I	wouldn’t	like	or	comment	on	anything	that	wasn’t	
visually	attractive	myself.	Filters	can	help	do	that.	(Charlotte,	informant	27)	
	

You	choose	what	you	share	with	others.	I	think	many	portray	themselves	as	something	other	than	they	
are	and	I	don’t	think	there’s	anything	wrong	with	this	if	it’s	what	you	want	to	be	–	the	one	you	aspire	to	
be.	 But	 if	 you	 are	 two	 completely	 different	 personas	 [on	 Instagram	 than	 offline]	 then	 something	 is	
wrong.	It’s	OK	if	it’s	you	with	a	little	extra	added	to	it	–	then	you	motivate	yourself.	(Charlotte,	informant	
12)	
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The individual in the group 
When	 speaking	 to	 the	 girls	 about	 their	motivations	 for	 using	 Instagram,	 they	 agree	 that	 being	 part	 of	 a	

network	with	people	sharing	the	same	interests	as	them	plays	an	essential	role.	According	to	them,	Instagram	

is	a	platform	where	they	can	find	and	share	information	about	exercises	and	recipes	and	inspire	as	well	as	

motivate	 each	 other	within	 the	 network	 of	 fitness	 enthusiasts.	 They	 use	 it	 primarily	 to	 get	 feedback	 on	

content	they	share	with	others,	but	also	for	entertainment	purposes	where	keeping	themselves	updated	on	

what	is	new	on	Instagram	is	an	integrated	habit	of	their	everyday	lives.	The	community	they	take	part	in	on	

Instagram	is	a	place	where	they	can	cultivate	this	specific	part	of	their	 identity	and	where	they	can	share	

their	personal	goals	and	achievements	and	receive	recognition	from	peers	without	being	discouraged	for	

their	individual	success.			

 

Through	Instagram	Sophie	has	found	a	fitness	community	with	whom	she	can	share	this	part	of	her	identity.	

In	this	community,	she	gets	inspiration	and	motivation	to	continue	this	lifestyle,	but	also	feels	a	commitment	

to	maintain	 this	 lifestyle	 in	order	 to	be	able	 to	 show	her	personal	 achievements.	 She	meets	people	 that	

instead	of	pointing	fingers	of	her	for	this	lifestyle,	which	she	feels	that	her	personal	relations	offline	do,	they	

recognise	her	for	it.	In	receiving	this	recognition	from	others,	she	also	feels	an	obligation	to	return	it.	This	

sense	of	reciprocity	is	a	big	part	of	creating	and	maintaining	relations	within	the	community.	In	some	cases,	

this	has	also	lead	to	online	relations	becoming	so	close	that	they	have	turned	into	offline	relations	as	well.	

As	Sophie	explains,	she	has	met	a	girl	through	the	fitness	community	on	Instagram	that	over	time	has	become	

a	close	friend	to	her,	whom	she	is,	among	other	things,	now	working	out	with	in	her	“real”	life.	Thus,	the	

Instagram	community	has	expanded	her	offline	network	based	on	the	mutual	interest	in	the	fitness	lifestyle.		

	

The	 reason	 that	 I	 started	 using	 Instagram	was	 because	 I	 didn’t	 have	 anybody	 to	 share	 it	 with	 [her	
interest	in	fitness].	I	found	out	that	this	was	a	media	where	it	was	allowed	to	share	these	kinds	of	things.	
I’ve	never	had	any	friends,	or	anyone	in	the	real	world	at	all,	who	were	 into	fitness	as	I	am.	You	can	
meet	people	on	Instagram	with	the	same	interests,	without	them	pointing	fingers	–	because	it’s	their	
interest	too.	(Sophie,	informant	16)	
	

You	can	find	people	that	fit	you.	I	guess	I	share	things	on	Instagram	to	get	some	credit	and	feedback	
from	people	who	see	things	as	I	do.	I	make	new	relations	when	I	share	it	in	this	community.	Then	people	
pat	you	on	the	back,	and	after	all,	 this	 is	what	social	media	 is	all	about,	 it’s	a	place	where	we	show	
ourselves	in	the	way	we	want	to	be	seen.	(Sophie,	informant	30)	
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In	addition,	this	sense	of	reciprocity	is	also	due	to	the	expectation	that	when	you	engage	in	the	content	of	

others	inside	the	group,	they	will	equally	engage	in	yours,	whereby	the	strategic	aspect	becomes	prevalent	

as	the	goal	is	to	attract	attention	in	order	to	increase	their	social	currency.	As	Charlotte	puts	it,	a	common	

understanding	 of	 “like-for-like”	 prevails	 within	 the	 community.	 The	 satisfaction	 related	 to	 the	 attention	

obtained	by	receiving	likes,	comments,	and	more	followers	is	further	strengthened	when	this	activity	comes	

from	someone	that	possesses	a	higher	social	status	within	the	group.	This	constitutes	a	positive	impact	on	

the	 profile	 receiving	 the	 attention	 as	 it	 projects	 an	 impression	 that	 one	 is	 successful	 and	 worth	 the	

engagement,	ultimately	providing	the	receiving	profile	with	a	heightened	social	status.	

	

Based	on	 former	experience,	Sophie	has	realised	that	she	will	never	get	 to	 look	 like	a	 fitness	model,	and	

consequently	she	 is	not	 trying	 to	make	herself	 look	 like	one.	To	her,	 it	 is	more	 important	 to	care	 for	her	

relations	on	Instagram,	and	when	she	engages	in	followers’	content	it	represents	an	honest	interest	in	the	

given	profile.	In	contrast,	Charlotte	places	stronger	emphasis	on	being	associated	with	these	fitness	model	

profiles,	whose	popularity	may	rub	off	positively	on	her	own	profile	and	strengthen	her	 image	within	the	

fitness	community	in	the	quest	of	engaging	as	many	profiles	as	possible.		

The	reason	that	the	fitness	community	is	of	such	great	value	to	the	girls	is	that	they	often	have	experienced	

to	be	discouraged	from	engaging	in	the	fitness	lifestyle	to	the	degree	they	do.	Consequently,	as	they	explain,	

the	self-presentation	related	to	this	lifestyle	is	not	enacted	offline	as	much	as	is	the	case	on	Instagram	as	this	

platform	is	the	only	place	where	 it	 is	socially	“allowed”	to	 live	out	this	part	of	their	 identity.	As	such,	the	

community	of	interest	described	by	Sophie	and	Charlotte	is	a	subculture,	where	the	members	of	this	group	

establish	their	own	social	behaviour,	which	includes	a	bodily	orientation	and	presentation	of	the	self	that	is	

alienated	 outside	 this	 networked	 community.	 Members	 of	 this	 community	 use	 their	 looks	 and	 physical	

appearance	to	link	themselves	to	the	fitness	culture	in	order	to	present	and	communicate	this	identity	project	

to	their	surroundings.		

Furthermore,	 this	 community	holds	a	mutual	understanding	of	 the	 social	benefits	one	can	achieve	when	

being	 part	 of	 it.	 One	 way	 of	 demonstrating	 belongingness	 to	 the	 group	 is	 by	 presenting,	 sharing,	 and	

developing	cultural	capital	shared	with	group	members,	by	e.g.	selecting	specific	hashtags	that	support	these	

ties.	

It	means	a	lot	when	someone	thinks	that	what	you’re	doing	is	good.	It’s	always	mega	cool	if	someone	
who	is	doing	well	likes	it.	If	this	person	is	nice,	good-looking,	or	awesome	at	what	she	does.	(Charlotte,	
informant,	4)	
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Even	when	Charlotte	occasionally	uploads	a	picture	without	a	fitness	motif,	e.g.	a	picture	of	her	family,	she	

still	 links	herself	to	this	specific	group	by	adding	fitness	hashtags.	In	this	way,	she	reveals	to	the	audience	

how	she	understands	herself	and	how	she	wants	others	to	perceive	her.	She	then	lets	the	sign	equipment	in	

her	possession	become	a	reflection	of	her	identity.	

	

Employing	these	hashtags	is	a	way	of	linking	herself	to	the	symbolic	value	that	lies	in	belonging	to	this	group,	

which	 thereby	 becomes	 part	 of	 Charlotte’s	 extended	 self	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 they	 are	 contributing	 to	 the	

construction	 of	 her	 online	 identity	 project.	 Likewise,	 when	 Charlotte	 and	 Sophie	 see	 such	 posts,	 they	

understand	it	as	a	deliberate	measure	taken	to	show	affiliation	to	the	group.			

Being	part	of	the	fitness	community	on	Instagram	is,	according	to	them,	an	opportunity	to	find	inspiration	

and	motivation	drawing	on	the	global	network	of	fellow	enthusiasts	that	Instagram	offers.	They	both	have	

public	profiles,	holding	no	restrictions	to	who	can	see	and	engage	with	the	content	they	upload,	whereas	

having	a	private	profile	inhibits	the	reach	and	extent	to	which	they	are	able	to	attract	attention.		

	

The	feedback	and	attention	she	gets	from	the	fitness	community	on	Instagram	confirms	her	lifestyle	choices	

and	the	values	she	attaches	to	this	in	the	way	that	it	helps	her	to	continue	leading	a	healthy	lifestyle.	Seeing	

others	making	healthy	choices	supports	her	in	doing	the	same	and	helps	her	stay	on	track.	Being	part	of	this	

community	makes	her	more	 aware	of	what	 is	 important	 in	her	 life	 and	without	 this	 daily	 interaction	on	

Instagram	she	would	need	to	seek	the	inspiration	and	motivation	other	places:			

	

I	think	about	the	hashtags.	For	example,	I’ll	use	#fit,	#fitness,	#gymrat,	and	everything	else	I	can	think	
about,	that	speaks	to	this	fitness	environment.	So	I	use	them	to	be	a	part	of	it	and	to	address	the	right	
people.	(Charlotte,	informant	12)	
	

When	I’ve	uploaded	a	picture	of	my	family,	for	example,	I	know	it	may	seem	strange	to	hashtag	it	with	
#fitfam.	But	I	just	always	think	about	#fitfam	no	matter	what	I	post.	Because	you	feel	like	you’re	in	a	
small	family.	It’s	a	lifestyle,	it’s	such	a	great	part	of	you.	(Charlotte,	informant	12)	
	

I’ve	 considered	 a	 private	 profile,	 but	 then	 again..	 I	 think	 this	 limits	 the	 possibilities	 you	 have	 on	
Instagram,	then	it’s	not	everyone	who	can	come	with	inputs.	It’s	cool	that	people	see	your	profile	and	
give	you	feedback	and	attention”.	(Sophie,	informant	16)	
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The	identification	with	the	group,	from	which	Sophie	gets	inspiration	to	her	lifestyle	choices,	e.g.	what	salad	

to	eat,	then	helps	keep	her	focused	on	her	end	goals	and	further	influences	and	helps	her	in	her	consumer	

choices.	 Because	 views,	 tastes,	 and	 interests	 in	 the	 community	 are	 shared,	 these	 collective	 preferences	

indicate	 to	 her	 what	 the	 right	 consumption	 is.	 In	 this	 way,	 these	 preferences	 create	 social	 norms	 that	

influence	the	perception	of	what	content	is	“correct”	and	attractive.	That	Sophie	chooses	to	follow	the	lead	

of	 the	 group	 inspires	 her	 in	 given	 consumer	 choices,	 which	 besides	 from	 containing	 utility	 values	 as	

consumable	 products,	 also	 holds	 a	 symbolic	 value	 as	 posting	 a	 picture	 of	 the	 salad	will	 ascribe	 her	 the	

meaning	of	eating	healthy.	This	shows	that	Sophie	adopts	the	fitness	lifestyle	and	the	accompanying	“right”	

way	of	living	it	via	the	community	in	order	to	be	perceived	as	part	of	the	group.	Charlotte	also	conforms	to	

the	 socialised	 norms	 of	 the	 fitness	 community,	 but	 whereas	 Sophie	 is	 held	 to	 the	 lifestyle	 through	 the	

Instagram	fitness	community,	to	Charlotte,	the	fitness	lifestyle	is	also	a	profession	that	she	wants	to	transfer	

onto	the	Instagram	platform,	and	is	thereby	constituting	a	larger	part	of	her	identity	project	than	is	the	case	

for	Sophie.	Charlotte	considers	herself	as	climbing	the	“ladder”	on	Instagram	in	order	to	be	perceived	as	a	

professional	 within	 this	 field	 of	 interest,	 concentrating	 everything	 she	 does	 on	 Instagram	 around	 this	

particular	identity	project.			

 

Avoiding misrepresentation 
As	 Sophie	 earlier	 pointed	 out,	 what	 you	 share	 on	 Instagram	 needs	 to	 be	 true	 in	 order	 to	 be	 authentic,	

meaning	that	to	attract	positive	feedback	you	have	to	create	a	persona	that	is	perceived	as	credible.	At	the	

same	time,	Sophie	suggests	that	it	is	not	always	necessary	to	post	genuine	content	to	create	this	perception.	

The	girls	point	out	that	on	Instagram	one	has	the	possibility	to	construct	and	present	the	best	possible	version	

of	oneself,	favouring	the	aspects	of	the	identity	that	one	wants	to	be	associated	with.	In	order	to	do	this,	

there	are	certain	consumptions	that	the	girls	deliberately	choose	not	to	include	in	their	self-presentations	on	

Instagram:	aspects	of	their	lives	that	tell	a	different	story	than	the	one	connecting	them	to	their	idealised	

version	of	themselves	within	this	community.	What	is	kept	secret	is	what	is	not	considered	appropriate	to	

support	the	desired	image.	This	behaviour	is	clearly	exemplified	by	Sophie,	who	finds	it	necessary	to	conceal	

situations	that	disrupt	her	ideal	self-presentation:			

Through	 Instagram	 I	 become	more	 aware	 of	my	 lifestyle	 and	 the	 values	 that	 I	 have	 in	my	 life	 (...)	
Sometimes	it	will	motivate	me	to	work	out	or	eat	a	nice	and	healthy	salad,	so	I	can	take	a	picture	of	it	
and	post	it	on	Instagram.	So	Instagram	holds	me	to	the	lifestyle.	If	I	didn’t	have	Instagram,	I	would	have	
to	find	the	motivation	and	inspiration	elsewhere.	(Sophie,	informant	18)	
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Associating	herself	with	junk	food	and	“lazy”	behaviour	is	inconsistent	with	the	image	she	wants	to	portray	

to	her	followers.	Sophie	sees	herself	as	a	healthy	and	active	girl	and	therefore	she	selects	the	appropriate	

sign	equipment	consistent	with	this	desired	image	and	hence	tries	to	conceal	inconsistent	and	inappropriate	

conduct	of	herself.	Even	though	she	cares	about	projecting	an	image	that	is	in	line	with	the	ideal	of	leading	

a	healthy	balanced	lifestyle,	there	are	limitations	as	to	what	extent	it	can	be	accepted	to	eat	junk	food	before	

compromising	this	image.	Whereas	posting	about	having	a	piece	of	cake	or	eating	candy	once	in	a	while	is	in	

line	with	the	norms	of	the	group	and	the	expected	behaviour,	indulging	in	large	amounts	of	fast	food	is	not.		

The	emphasis	Sophie	places	on	projecting	an	“accurate”	 impression	 is	played	out	 in	the	backstage	of	 the	

Instagram	setting	where	she	eliminates	 improper	expressive	equipment	that	does	not	project	a	satisfying	

end-product	 in	 the	 frontstage,	 keeping	 from	 the	 audience	 the	 intermediate	 process.	 In	 line	 with	 this,	

Charlotte	explains	how	an	unwanted	impression	can	occur	when	she	unintentionally	uploads	content	that	

she	afterwards	realises	does	not	have	the	intended	effect	and	therefore	she	feels	obliged	to	delete	it	from	

her	feed	before	harming	this	image:	

	

	

Charlotte	does	not	want	old	content	to	misrepresent	her	and	the	image	she	wants	to	create	of	herself	now	

as	this	may	lead	to	negative	feedback	that	can	damage	the	impression	she	tries	to	give.	Like	Charlotte,	Sophie	

shares	this	thought	and	describes	how	she	has	edited	previously	uploaded	posts	because	the	message	was	

irrelevant	or	in	risk	of	being	misinterpreted:					

	

When	I	started	using	Instagram,	I	was’nt	good	at	editing.	I'm	better	now.	So	I’ve	gone	back	in	my	feed	
and	deleted	some	photos	from	then	because	they	were	either	poorly	edited	or	because	it	wasn't	me	
anymore.	You	don’t	want	to	be	misunderstood.	Therefore,	I	am	pretty	conscious	about	what	I	share,	as	
I	don’t	want	negative	comments.	In	this	way	I’m	good	at	protecting	myself.	(Charlotte,	informant	27)	
	

I	might	have	deleted	some	things	if	I	thought	it	wasn’t	relevant.	I’ve	often	edited	a	post	after	looking	at	
it	an	extra	time	as	it	wasn’t	the	message	that	I	wanted	to	give.	(Sophie,	informant	1)	
	

There	may	well	be	some	things	that	are	decorated	a	bit,	but	in	general	it’s	true	[her	content].	But	there	
are	certainly	things	that	I	leave	out.	I	won’t	share	it	when	I	fall	off	the	wagon	and	live	of	junk	food	the	
whole	weekend.	But	I	think	that	goes	for	everyone.	(Sophie,	informant	1)	
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Uploading	 this	 content	 becomes	 an	 unmeant	 gesture	 for	 Sophie	 as	 she	 realises	 that	 it	 did	 not	 have	 the	

intended	meaning.	There	is	no	doubt	that	both	girls	wish	to	create	an	image	for	themselves	that	represents	

their	current	ideal	identity	project	by	living	up	to	the	preferred	standards	of	the	group.	In	effect,	this	is	done	

by	excluding	the	things	that	go	against	the	underlying	social	structures	of	the	group.	At	the	same	time,	it	is	

essential	to	them	to	portray	a	certain	degree	of	authenticity,	meaning	that	posting	things	that	they	do	not	

live	up	 to	will	project	a	 lack	of	 credibility	and	 impede	 the	creation	of	 relation	 to	others.	As	a	 result,	 this	

ultimately	leads	to	a	discredited	image.		

When	shown	photos	(see	appendix	3)	of	Instagram	users	who	have	hashtagged	themselves	into	this	fitness	

community	by	employing	e.g.	#fitfam	and	#strongisthenewskinny,	both	girls	quickly	commented	on	the	lack	

of	 authenticity	 of	 one	 user,	 who	 they	 consequently	 felt	 was	 not	 authorised	 to	 give	 the	 presentation	 in	

question:	

	

The	specific	picture	(appendix	3,	picture	4)	portrays	a	very	well-trained	woman	posing	like	a	bodybuilder	with	

her	phone	on	which	a	pizza	is	depicted	on	the	cover.	For	Charlotte,	this	self-presentation	is	unreliable	as	she	

knows	what	it	takes	to	get	in	that	shape.	The	pizza	cover	signals	that	the	Instagrammer	wants	to	portray	the	

balance	that	many	on	Instagram	try	to	incorporate	into	their	image,	but	she	falls	short	as	there	is	a	disparity	

in	her	self-presentation	and	the	behaviour	they	would	expect	from	a	girl	with	her	physical	appearance;	to	be	

a	person	who	does	not	eat	pizza.	There	is	too	big	a	gap	between	what	the	girls	consider	her	“reality”	to	her	

self-presentation	on	Instagram.	As	Sophie	says:	“It’s	important	to	me	to	be	authentic	like	it’s	important	that	

the	profiles	I	follow	are	authentic	too”.	Even	though	it	is	clearly	shown	that	the	depicted	woman	on	Instagram	

is	not	in	any	form	of	“cake-shape”,	the	announcement	still	makes	Charlotte	uncomfortable	when	comparing	

herself	to	her.	When	labelling	a	six-pack	of	muscles	as	“cake-shape”	you	indirectly	state	that	this	is	far	from	

your	ideal	shape,	adding	on	to	the	idealised	perception	of	this	bodily	ideal.		

As	earlier	stated,	Charlotte	and	Sophie	highlight	the	balance	as	a	way	of	showing	the	Instagram	audience	

that	 there	 is,	 as	 Sophie	 puts	 it,	 a	more	humane	 side	 to	 the	 profile	 that	 distance	 the	 performer	 from	an	

unattainable	person.	The	objective	is	to	show	a	glimpse	of	the	other	side	of	the	coin	by	sharing	content	of	a	

more	personal	character.	This	kind	of	backstage	access	–	or	at	 least	 the	appearance	of	 it	–	 is	a	means	of	

making	oneself	more	relatable.	

They’re	 probably	 all	 proud	 of	 their	 bodies	 and	 want	 to	 show	 them	 off.	 The	 pizza	 cover	 is	 a	 little	
hypocritical	-	it’s	certainly	no	coincidence.	She	wants	to	show	that	she	can	eat	pizza	and	still	look	like	
that,	 like	some	kind	of	balance.	But	that’s	not	the	case.	Many	girls	write	 that	 they’re	 in	 their	 “cake-
shape”	despite	 that	 you	can	see	a	six-pack	of	muscles,	which	makes	 you	 think,	 “then,	what	am	 I?”.	
(Charlotte,	informant	4)	
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Taking	 Charlotte’s	 example	 from	 before,	 she	 deliberately	 chooses	 to	 let	 her	 followers	 know	 that	 she	

occasionally	 treats	 herself	 with	 sweets.	 She	 has	 experienced	 that	 this	 kind	 of	 post	 will	 boost	 her	 social	

currency	as	her	followers	feel	that	they	get	to	know	her	better,	creating	a	sense	of	intimacy	between	them	

and	herself.	The	ability	to	successfully	create	this	balance	then	becomes	a	question	of	not	sharing	too	little	

nor	too	much	as	conforming	to	the	social	expectations	still	is	needed	to	be	part	of	the	group.	

	

The	girls	strive	to	portray	an	authentic	image	on	Instagram,	but	they	both	express	a	concern	in	doing	this	by	

referring	to	being	unable	to	manage	different	audiences	in	this	one	context.	As	described,	the	identity	project	

that	both	Charlotte	and	Sophie	try	to	act	out	is	compromised	by	having	people	from	other	contexts	that	are	

part	of	other	identity	projects	of	the	girls,	follow	them	on	Instagram.	Both	their	networks	on	Instagram	are	

constituted	of	different	segments	that	represent	different	parts	of	their	identity,	and	due	to	the	design	of	

Instagram	they	are	unable	to	segregate	their	audience	and	direct	their	self-presentational	communication	to	

only	one	audience	at	a	time.		

	

	

Charlotte’s	statement	shows	how	posting	a	progress	photo	and	revealing	how	she	once	looked	can	make	her	

vulnerable	because	it	opens	up	to	criticism	from	the	people	outside	the	fitness	community,	which	is	too	much	

of	a	chance	to	take	as	criticism	can	be	hard	to	handle	when	it	concerns	something	that	is	very	personal	to	

her.	This	is	also	the	reason	she	has	not	shared	it	yet,	though	she	would	actually	like	to	get	the	validation	and	

approval	she	expects	the	members	of	the	fitness	community	would	give	her	for	her	lifestyle	change.	As	both	

girls	say,	a	social	networking	site	like	Facebook	is	for	one	thing	–	one	part	of	their	relations.	Here,	they	both	

mention	 their	 real	 life	 relations	 like	 friends,	 family,	 and	 colleagues,	meanwhile	 Instagram	 is	 for	 another,	

If	I	upload	a	photo	without	a	filter,	then	I’ll	write	it	-	because	it’s	kinda	cool	to	upload	a	photo	without	
a	filter,	so	people	think	“that’s	how	she	looks	in	reality”.	You	point	it	out,	so	people	know	it’s	the	real	
deal.	(Charlotte,	informant	4)	
	

I’ve	thought	about	posting	my	weight	loss	picture	a	lot	of	times	–	from	the	time	I	weighed	nearly	100	
kilos	‘till	dropping	a	lot	of	them.	But	it’s	just	very	personal,	so	I	don’t	know.	Because	I	also	have	friends	
following	me	who	I	don’t	want	to	see	these	kind	of	things.	My	Instagram	is	for	the	fitness	world	and	
others	who	are	fighting,	like	I	did.	If	it	was	up	to	me,	friends	and	family	who	are	not	interested	in	fitness	
shouldn’t	follow	me.	But	I	still	don’t	want	to	block	them	-	I	don’t	like	that.	But	if	I	could	decide,	Instagram	
should	only	be	for	the	people	who	are	interested	in	the	same	things	as	me,	then	Facebook	can	be	for	
other	things.	But	I	don’t	want	to	make	my	profile	private,	then	people	are	not	able	to	see	it.	(Charlotte,	
informant	12)	
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namely	 the	 acquaintances	 they	 have	 met	 through	 their	 shared	 interest	 in	 the	 fitness	 culture,	 thus	

representing	this	part	of	their	lives	and	identity	projects.	The	conflict	occurs	as	they	both	have	people	from	

other	contexts	and	communities	of	their	lives	follow	them	on	Instagram,	inhibiting	them	from	living	out	this	

identity	on	Instagram	in	the	way	they	would	like	to.		

The	 issues	 arise,	 as	 the	differing	 audiences	will	 tend	 to	decipher	 the	 content,	 e.g.	 the	motif	 and	applied	

hashtags,	 in	 a	 different	manner	 than	 the	 people	who	 are	 part	 of	 this	 community.	 Due	 to	 the	 collective	

preferences	 and	underlying	 structures	 of	 interaction,	 they	 know	what	 is	meant	when	 someone	 shares	 a	

progression	post	 telling	a	story	about	a	weight	 loss	 journey.	 In	 line	with	 this,	Charlotte	explains	how	she	

several	times	has	considered	sharing	a	picture	of	herself	telling	the	story	about	her	own	weight	loss	and	that	

she	has	refrained	from	doing	so	because	she	feels	that	people	from	outside	the	fitness	community	will	judge	

her.	The	different	audiences	compromise	this	desire	she	has	to	share	the	post	and	gain	recognition	for	the	

efforts	she	has	put	into	changing	her	lifestyle	to	lose	the	weight,	but	is	held	back	as	she	knows	that	part	of	

her	audience	lacks	the	understanding	of	how	important	it	is	to	her	to	get	the	pat	on	the	back	for	sharing	a	

personal	 story	 like	 this.	 Instead,	 she	 is	 afraid	 they	 will	 misunderstand	 her	 motives	 and	 judge	 her	 for	

presenting	herself	in	this	way	on	Instagram.	Similarly,	Sophie	describes	how	she	she	has	blocked	profiles	from	

following	her:	

	

	

There	is	a	clear	distinction	between	the	relations	the	girls	have	on	Instagram	and	in,	what	they	define	as,	

“the	real	world”.	 In	their	relations	to	friends	and	family	the	fitness	 lifestyle	 is	underplayed,	whereas	 it	on	

Instagram	is	the	focal	point	of	interaction.	Despite	their	motivational	differences,	the	advantage	they	both	

see	on	Instagram	is	the	ability	to	live	out	this	part	of	their	identity	among	people	who	have	the	same	goals	

and	needs	and	therefore	better	understand	the	performances	they	play	out.	This	is	further	underlined	with	

Charlotte’s	description	of	how	she	feels	that	eating	a	chocolate	bar	in	the	offline	world	almost	is	impossible	

without	being	commented	negatively	for	it	by	some	offline	relations,	who	joke	about	how	they	expect	her	to	

feel	obliged	to	immediately	burn	the	extra	calories.	They	judge	her	by	the	content	on	her	Instagram	profile,	

making	her	 insecure	about	what	content	to	share.	This	 interferes	with	the	feeling	of	having	a	safe	haven	

within	the	fitness	community	on	Instagram	and	creates	restrictions	as	to	what	extent	they	can	live	out	this	

identity	project.	As	such,	 the	girls	 find	 it	difficult	 to	 live	out	 their	 fitness-related	 identity	projects	 in	 their	

To	be	honest,	I’ve	blocked	several	people	on	Instagram	from	my	real	life,	that	I	don’t	feel	need	to	meddle	
in	this	part	of	my	life.	If	they	have	looked	weird	at	me	because	of	my	feed	or	put	me	in	a	box,	that	I	don’t	
want	to	be	in.	To	me	this	is	a	community	with	people	that	I	don’t	normally	have	in	my	social	life.	(Sophie,	
informant	24)	
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offline	lives,	but	also	at	times	on	Instagram	as	they	find	it	incompatible	to	be	both	publicly	accessible	and	

avoid	sharing	this	content	with	people	from	other	contexts	of	their	lives.					

	

The	overall	disadvantage,	according	to	both	girls,	is	when	they	unintendedly	portray	a	misleading	image	of	

themselves	to	their	non-fitness-related	contexts,	giving	them	the	impression	that	fitness	is	all	they	are	and	

care	 about.	 Because	 even	 though	 they	 have	 one	 constructed	 identity	 on	 Instagram	 and	 several	 other	

identities	 in	the	real	world,	depending	on	the	social	context,	they	still	perceive	their	presentations	of	the	

online	identity	on	Instagram	as	being	who	they	really	are.	
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DISCUSSION 
	

This	 chapter	 seeks	 to	 discuss	 the	 results	 of	 the	 analysis	 above.	 The	 first	 section	 outlines	 the	 underlying	

reasons	for	strategic	linking	on	Instagram	and	discusses	the	role	that	Instagram	holds	as	a	social	networking	

site	in	online	identity	performances.	This	is	followed	by	a	discussion	of	the	effects	of	strategic	linking	on	the	

online	identity	project	in	the	second	section.	

	

Motivations for strategic linking 

 

The backstage of controlled performances 
In	our	empirical	analysis	we	found	that	there	is	no	doubt	that	the	girls	strategically	link	themselves,	and	that	

the	goal	of	this	strategic	linking	is	to	present	themselves	in	the	best	way	possible,	according	to	the	image	

they	wish	to	be	associated	with.	This	 is	 in	 line	with	Goffman’s	 (1956)	 theory	on	 impression	management	

where	individuals	act	out	certain	behaviours	in	order	to	control	the	impression	that	others	will	get	of	them	

and	the	situation.	Much	like	in	Goffman’s	theory,	they	plan	their	performances	in	a	backstage	area,	before	

acting	it	out	in	the	front	stage.	However,	we	found	that	in	the	online	setting	of	Instagram,	as	Cornwell	and	

Lundgren	(2001)	point	out,	the	self-presentation	is	much	more	controlled	than	in	an	offline	context	as	the	

design	of	Instagram	allows	Sophie	and	Charlotte	to	carefully	plan	their	online	interactions	before	carrying	

them	out.	Both	girls	emphasise	how	much	time	and	editing	they	employ	in	order	to	portray	themselves	to	

their	satisfaction,	giving	a	completely	new	meaning	to	Goffman’s	(1956)	backstage/frontstage	concept.	As	

our	results	show,	the	online	setting	enables	the	girls	to	construct	their	performances	to	what	they	themselves	

define	as	perfection.	This	 is	only	possible	as	 they	 “constantly”	–	or	at	 least	until	 they	decide	 to	post	 the	

content	they	are	constructing	–	find	themselves	in	a	backstage	area.	The	backstage	planning	area	is	therefore	

of	much	more	importance	and	a	determining	factor	in	their	self-presentations	online.		

	

Goffman	 divides	 the	 performance	 into	 two:	 the	 verbal	 statements,	 which	 are	 easy	 to	 control,	 and	 the	

impressions	that	are	given	off	unintentionally,	which	are	much	more	difficult	to	control	and	that	the	audience	

can	use	to	understand	 if	 the	given	performance	 is	authorised.	 It	can	be	discussed	though,	how	much	the	

second	part	 is	applicable	for	the	online	context.	 It	seems	that	the	 impressions	given	off	on	Instagram	are	

easier	to	control,	especially	if	the	audience	does	not	know	one	from	other	contexts.	In	offline	settings,	the	

audience	 is	 able	 to	 read	 a	 lot	more	 out	 of	 the	 social	 interactions,	 e.g.	 bodily	 gestures,	 and	 because	 the	

audience	is	present	in	the	interaction	it	can	contribute	to	how	the	performer	reacts	and	interacts.	However,	

in	an	online	setting	the	social	interactions	are	different	in	their	form	because	the	frontstage	performances	



 81	
	

are	not	carried	out	in	the	moment	and	is	therefore	not,	to	the	same	extent	as	in	offline	situations,	influenced	

by	the	audiences’	reactions	to	what	is	being	said	here	and	now.	When	interacting	on	Instagram	the	audience	

is	unable	to	decipher	the	unintentional	cues	that	can	help	them	test	the	validity	of	the	claimed	as	these	cues	

may	reveal	unintended	gestures	that	are	not	meant	for	the	audience	to	see.	This	creates	an	asymmetrical	

communication	process	on	Instagram	because	the	Instagrammer	creating	content	is	in	charge	of	both	what	

is	 said	and	what	 is	 signalled,	which	essentially	makes	 the	online	self-presentation	more	controllable.	The	

controllability	is	similarly	present	when	the	girls	link	themselves	to	selected	content	on	others’	profiles	as	

this	backstage	comfortability	is	present	in	the	same	way,	allowing	for	well-considered	feedback	at	all	times.	

	

On	the	other	hand,	we	found	that	the	controllability	of	the	interaction	becomes	more	complex	when	the	girls	

receive	negative	feedback	on	something	they	have	shared	on	their	profile.	The	problem	then	is	that	negative	

or	questioning	feedback	challenges	their	authority	to	post	the	given	content	and	hereby	also	the	image	they	

intend	to	portray.	This	can	be	explained	by	what	Rob	Cover	(2012)	defines	as	a	“multiplicity	of	communicatory	

engagements”	(185)	which	refers	to	profiles’	content	being	accessible	to	a	number	of	“activated	meanings”	

(Cover,	2012:185).	This	means	that,	given	the	design	of	social	networking	sites	where	everybody	are	content	

creators,	others’	opinions	take	part	 in	the	image	creation	of	the	given	profile,	e.g.	by	commenting	on	the	

uploaded	content.	If	the	opinions	supplied	are	not	coherent	with	the	image	the	profile	wishes	to	portray,	it	

can	bring	the	profile	in	embarrassment	and	jeopardise	the	presentation	of	a	coherent	online	identity.	In	line	

with	our	research,	there	is	no	doubt	that	Charlotte	and	Sophie	are	highly	aware	of	how	they	best	avoid	this	

form	 of	 misrepresentation	 in	 their	 online	 performances	 and	 is	 specifically	 shown	 in	 the	 way	 Charlotte	

verbalises	her	worries	in	regard	to	receiving	negative	feedback	on	her	posts.	As	argued	through	the	applied	

theory,	it	seems	that	the	strategic	aspect	of	self-presentation	is	therefore	to	a	greater	extent	present	in	their	

online	 appearances	on	 Instagram	 than	 is	 the	 case	 in	 their	 offline	worlds	 as	 the	possibility	 for	 constantly	

editing,	forming	and	constructing	these	appearances	are	dominating	on	the	social	networking	site.			

	

Strategic management of followers 
There	is	no	doubt	that	Charlotte’s	and	Sophie’s	linking	behaviour	on	Instagram	is	to	a	large	extent	based	on	

strategic	considerations.	As	our	descriptions	of	the	two	personas	show,	they	are	very	similar	 in	regard	to	

their	perception	of	the	benefits	related	to	their	use	of	Instagram,	which	is	shown	in	their	strategic	application	

of	 self-presentational	elements	 in	order	 to	obtain	 these	benefits.	To	both	girls,	 the	 fitness	 lifestyle	 is	 the	

predominant	 identity	marker	 and	hence	 an	 important	 element	 of	 how	 their	 audiences	 perceive	 them	 in	

relation	to	the	content	they	share	related	to	this	field	of	interest.	Moreover,	the	understanding	of	the	value	

that	is	linked	to	them	when	associated	with	fitness-related	content	and,	in	general,	to	this	lifestyle	is	also	a	



 82	
	

shared	notion	between	 the	 two.	However,	as	our	empirical	analysis	has	demonstrated,	 there	are	certain	

differences	between	 them	 that	 lead	us	 to	 the	question	of	whether	 their	motives	 for	 strategically	 linking	

themselves	to	selected	content	are	the	same	when	it	comes	to	the	way	they	manage	their	Instagram	profiles?	

When	answering	this	question,	we	direct	our	attention	to	the	personal	“style”	they	have	chosen	to	take	on	

as	their	own,	when	uploading	content	to	the	networking	site.		

	

Taking	Charlotte	as	a	starting	point,	she	represents	the	group	of	girls	within	our	target	group	that	we	argue	

exercise	the	strongest	self-promotional	behaviour.	Her	content	is	primarily	centred	around	fitness	and	she	

only	 seldom	 shares	 content	 that	 goes	 beyond	 this	 interest.	 To	 her,	 the	 focus	 of	 using	 the	 network	 that	

Instagram	offers	is	for	self-promoting	means	as	a	fitness	enthusiast	and	consequently,	she	places	less	focus	

on	other	sorts	of	content	that	would	be	able	to	show	a	more	diverse	side	to	her	as	a	person.	Sophie’s	primary	

interest	is	also	found	within	the	fitness	community,	but	has,	on	the	other	hand,	a	stronger	focus	on	showing	

her	audience	that	she	is	more	than	just	a	girl	practising	fitness.	As	explained,	(cf.	persona:	Sophie)	she	does	

this	both	for	her	own	sake	as	she	considers	her	Instagram	profile	her	personal	diary,	but	also	because	she	

has	experienced	how	everybody	else	has	started	to	do	the	same,	defining	this,	as	she	says,	as	the	newest	

trend	within	 the	 fitness	community	on	 Instagram.	Her	portrayal	of	herself,	 therefore,	has	a	more	holistic	

character,	meaning	that	she	shares	content	that	does	not	only	relate	to	the	lifestyle	of	a	fitness	enthusiast,	

but	to	other	aspects	of	her	life	as	well,	letting	her	audience	see	other	sides	of	her	personality.	The	object	of	

showing	several	sides	to	her	person	is	to	give	the	impression	that	she	leads	a	more	balanced	healthy	lifestyle,	

where	she	merges	the	fitness	interest	with	the	ability	to	let	herself	enjoy	the	parts	of	life,	e.g.	sweets	and	

treats	that	are	otherwise	not	allowed	when	leading	a	fitness-focused	lifestyle.	The	interesting	thing	is	then,	

that	Charlotte,	who	mainly	centres	her	content	on	fitness,	mentions	that	in	order	to	please	her	audience,	she	

has	also	begun	to	occasionally	include	content	on	her	profile	that	is	not	directly	related	to	fitness	because	of	

this	newly	arising	trend	on	leading	a	balanced	healthy	lifestyle.	Reviewing	this	in	relation	to	the	theory	of	

micro-celebrity,	where	 part	 of	 attaining	 a	 higher	 social	 status	within	 a	 given	 community	 is	 found	 in	 the	

management	of	 the	audience,	 it	 can	be	argued	 that	what	 separates	 the	 two	girls	 lies	 in	 their	mindset	of	

managing	their	followers	in	order	to	comply	with	this	practice	(Marwick	&	Boyd,	2011).	Charlotte’s	purpose	

of	using	Instagram	is	based	on	self-promotion	and	increasing	her	‘fan	base’,	which	she	supports	by	calling	

herself	an	upcoming	profile,	implying	that	she	looks	up	to	fitness	profiles	with	more	followers	and	hence,	a	

higher	level	of	popularity.	For	this	reason,	and	in	accordance	with	the	new	ideal,	we	argue	that	she	tries	to	

incorporate	elements	of	balance	 in	order	 to	manage	and	maintain	 this	 fan	base,	whereas	Sophie,	on	 the	

other	hand,	seems	to	be	succumbing	to	the	trending	ways	of	behaving	on	Instagram	like	everyone	else	does,	

and	because	she	places	greater	focus	in	the	relational	aspects	instead	of	gaining	popularity.	She	is	arguably	
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sharing	this	specific	content	because	she	has	observed	that	this	new	trend	holds	the	idealised	way	of	leading	

a	 balanced	 fitness	 lifestyle	 now.	According	 to	 herself,	 this	 is	 the	 reason	 she	 succeeds	 in	 having	 as	many	

followers	as	she	has,	being	regular	and	down	to	earth,	and	thereby	implying	that	the	lack	of	sharing	diverse	

sides	of	a	person	is	not.	In	this	sense,	she	also	tries	to	meet	the	expectations	and	demands	of	her	followers,	

knowing	that	the	better	she	does	this,	the	more	attention	and	engagement	she	will	receive.	She	is	confirmed	

in	the	part	of	her	identity	that	is	related	to	the	fitness	culture	and	consequenty	the	way	she	leads	a	balanced	

healthy	lifestyle.	In	contrast,	Charlotte	strategically	links	herself	for	the	specific	purpose	of	promoting	herself	

in	order	to	obtain	a	bigger	audience.	Therefore,	she	is	to	a	much	higher	degree	aware	of	what	she	wants	with	

her	profile	and	how	to	get	it,	employing	strategies	that	resemble	those	of	micro-celebrity	practices.				

	

Non-strategic motivations for online linking 
In	 addition	 to	 differences	 between	 the	motivations	 for	 Charlotte’s	 and	 Sophie’s	 strategic	behaviour,	 our	

empirical	findings	also	revealed	that	it	is,	after	all,	unfair	to	conclude	that	all	of	their	online	linking	actions	

are	rooted	in	a	strategic	agenda.	Goffman	(1956)	argues	that	the	self-presentation	we	lead	per	se	is	strategic	

by	nature,	as	we	as	individuals	seek	to	present	a	satisfying	image	of	the	self	and	have	this	image	confirmed	

by	other	individuals	in	order	to	boost	the	social	ego	and	social	status.	Hence,	the	individual	strives	to	mobilise	

activity	in	order	to	manage	others	perceptions.	What	neither	Goffman’s	theory,	nor	the	concept	of	micro-

celebrity,	 take	 into	 account	 are	 the	 unintentional	 self-presentational	 interactions	 where	 profiles	 link	

themselves	to	content	without	a	strategic	motivation	of	enhancing	their	self-image.	As	the	findings	show,	

Sophie	argues	that	she	quite	often	follows	other	profiles	or	likes	content	for	pure	entertainment	reasons.	

This	shows	that	linking	oneself	to	content	on	Instagram	is	not	purely	strategic.	Other	research	shows	how	

engagement	with	user-generated	content	has	several	purposes,	hereunder	information	and	entertainment	

purposes.	Shao	(2009)	proposed	that	 individuals	perform	several	activities	online	 including:	consumption,	

participation,	and	production.	Shao	(2009)	defines	consumption	as	an	engagement	where	users	only	read,	

view,	or	watch	the	content,	which	he	relates	to	the	purposes	of	information	seeking	and	entertainment.	In	

relation	 to	 the	 present	 thesis,	 we	 also	 found	 that	 Sophie	 engages	 with	 content	 for	 information	 and	

entertainment	purposes,	but	she	does	however	at	the	same	time	actively	like	the	content	and	thereby	link	

herself	to	this.	By	participating	in	the	content,	Shao	(2009)	would	argue	that	the	purpose	of	participation	is	

related	to	social	interaction	and	community	development.	However,	we	find	that	Sophie	does	not	participate	

in	the	content	for	those	reasons,	but	rather	for	sheer	entertainment	or	information	seeking	reasons.	As	Shao	

(2009)	points	out,	no	clear	distinction	between	the	online	activities	can	be	made	at	all	times.	Linking	oneself	

to	other	people’s	content	by	liking	it,	is	by	him	viewed	as	both	an	action	of	consumption	and	participation,	

but	as	Sophie,	in	this	case,	only	likes	content	for	the	sake	of	her	own	entertainment	or	to	seek	information,	
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we	argue	that	participation	on	Instagram	also	can	have	a	pure	consumption	purpose.	Sophie	actively	likes	

given	content	and	quickly	decodes	the	message	herein	and	carry	on	browsing,	without	thinking	deeper	about	

why	she	likes	this	specific	content.	We	therefore	consider	this	study	relevant	to	support	our	claim	that	linking	

oneself	to	content	on	Instagram	is	not	always	done	for	strategic	reasons,	but	also	happens	unintendedly.	

Sophie	does	at	times	not	ascribe	any	meaning	to	her	liking	others’	content,	and	in	this	sense	she	is	in	the	

moment	 unaware	 of	 the	 linking	 value	 of	 her	 likes.	 Drawing	 from	 this,	 Sophie	 does	 not	 place	 further	

importance	as	to	how	this	may	reflect	upon	her	image	if	noticed	by	others,	as	this	will	show	in	her	activity	

log	 (cf.	Mapping	 out	 the	 design	 of	 Instagram).	 Consequently,	 this	 form	 of	 unintended	 linking	 can	 be	

considered	non-strategic.		

	

The (unwritten) rules of the game 
Our	 empirical	 study	 shows,	 that	 Charlotte	 and	 Sophie	 present	 themselves	 in	 idealised	 ways	 in	 order	 to	

conform	 to	 the	 underlying	 social	 structures	 and	 discourses	 in	 society	 that	 come	 to	 decide	 their	 ongoing	

identity	project.	As	the	findings	show,	both	girls	conform	to	the	idealised	behaviours	that	prevail	within	the	

fitness	 culture	 in	 their	 self-presentations	 on	 Instagram.	 This	 supports	 Goffman’s	 (1956)	 idea	 of	 how	

individuals	select	certain	sign	equipment	to	support	their	performances	and	meet	the	expectations	of	the	

idealised	accredited	ideals	in	society.		

Sophie	 describes	 how	 she	 has	 conformed	 to	 the	 changing	 ideal	 within	 the	 fitness	 culture	 because	 she	

experienced	how	this	new	ideal	began	to	flourish	among	other	users	on	Instagram.	Due	to	the	impact	this	

behavioural	change	has	had	on	her,	we	demonstrate	in	the	analysis	how	this	has	made	her	change	the	images	

and	hence	 the	 symbolic	 value	 she	chooses	 to	apply	 in	her	 self-presentation.	Drawing	 from	Sophie’s	own	

statements,	the	discovery	of	this	new	trend	can	arguably	be	seen	as	having	influenced	her	identity	project	

on	Instagram	placing	a	stronger	focus	on	preferences	ruling	within	this	field	of	interest.	The	question	is	then	

why	Instagram	has	become	so	popular	a	networking	platform	for	girls	within	the	defined	target	group	to	live	

out	this	part	of	their	identity	and	further;	why	the	fitness	culture	has	attained	such	great	value	to	these	girls	

on	Instagram	to	begin	with?		

	

As	we	have	touched	upon	earlier	on,	much	of	the	answer	to	this	question	can	arguably	be	found	in	both	the	

architectural	design	and	social	structure	of	Instagram	as	it	inevitably	has	become	a	lot	easier	to	create,	share	

and	 engage	 in	 content	while	 at	 the	 same	 time	 gaining	 recognition	 and	 approval	 by	 liking,	 commenting,	

sharing,	and	tagging.	This	easiness	to	construct	and	direct	selected	content	based	on	subjective	goals	and	

ideals	 enables,	 as	 demonstrated	 in	 the	 analysis,	 specific	 modes	 of	 status	 building	 and	 encourages	 this	

behaviour	 until	 creating	 a	 consensus	 around	 the	 fact	 that	 this	 form	of	 self-enhancing	 promotion	 is	 ever	
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present	and	commonly	accepted	as	a	way	of	cultivating	personal	goals.	Drawing	 from	our	analysis,	 these	

‘unwritten	 rules’	 constitute	 well-known	 ways	 of	 presenting	 an	 idealised	 version	 of	 oneself,	 which	 on	

Instagram	is	somehow	expected	to	portray	more	than	is	always	the	truth.	Seeing	this	in	relation	to	the	fitness	

culture,	it	can	be	claimed	that	when	cultivated	in	an	image-saturated	setting	as	on	Instagram,	the	focus	on	

the	bodily	presentation	may	be	even	stronger	than	it	would	be	on	e.g.	Twitter,	which	focuses	on	text	posts	

or	Facebook,	which,	as	the	girls	mention,	holds	too	broad	of	an	audience	for	them	to	want	to	share	this	part	

of	their	identity	here.	This	suggests	that	there	is	a	natural	match	between	cultivating	a	fitness	lifestyle	and	

Instagram	as	a	social	platform	because	it	allows	for	the	bodily	ideals	residing	herein	to	be	exposed	in	a	way	

that	is	difficult	to	do	elsewhere	as	it	can	be	tough	to	discuss	personal	fitness	goals	with	family	and	friends.			

	

In	accordance	with	expert	knowledge,	comparing	ourselves	to	others	is	a	natural	part	of	human	beings,	which	

social	media	allows	us	to	do	in	a	faster	and	broader	manner.	The	way	we	talk	about	fitness	has	changed	due	

to	the	role	social	media	has	taken	within	the	fitness	culture.	This	is	partly	because	social	networking	sites	

minimise	the	distance	between	us	and	the	person	sending	the	message,	whether	this	person	 is	celebrity,	

fitness	 guru,	 or	 simply	 ordinary,	 and	 increases	 the	 sense	 of	 intimacy	 with	 the	 sender,	 which	 ultimately	

heightens	 the	 impact	 of	 the	message	 (Ross,	 2014).	 Additionally,	 it	 is	 also	 underlined	 that	 Instagram	 has	

become	an	opportunity	for	companies	to	sell	their	products	and	use	this	platform	to	“turn	their	brands	into	

lifestyle	movements”	(Hoff,	2014)	because	they	are	able	to	connect	with	their	fans	from	day	to	day	in	a	more	

intimate	way.	This	 is	much	 like	the	micro-celebrity	strategies	 that	Marwick	&	Boyd	(2010)	explain	can	be	

employed	by	users	who	have	become	celebrities	on	a	social	networking	site	or	ordinary	people	who	wish	to	

expand	 their	 network.	 What	 happens	 is	 that	 companies	 can	 diffuse	 grassroot	 messages	 through	 high	

esteemed	people	from	where	others	will	find	inspiration.	These	will	subsequently	apply	this	inspiration	to	

their	own	practices,	and	because	we	are	so	used	to	constantly	being	wired	to	social	networking	sites,	the	

display	of	healthy	lifestyle	habits	then	becomes	an	integrated	part	of	our	use	of	e.g.	Instagram.	From	here	

and	on,	the	conversational	structure	of	Instagram	makes	it	easy	to	share	experiences	with	likeminded	people	

sharing	the	same	interest,	and	when	labelled	with	selected	hashtags	people	are	quickly	aggregated	to	this	

community	(Hoff,	2014).		

	

In	accordance	with	Arnould	and	Thompson’s	(2005)	perspective	on	mass-mediated	market	ideologies,	the	

fitness	 culture	 constitutes	 an	 identity	 project	 that	 has	 been	 transformed	 into	 material	 needs	 and	

systematically	predisposed	to	us	as	consumers,	trying	to	have	us	acknowledge	the	value	this	trajectory	can	

add	to	our	lives.	As	we	as	consumers	accept	and	embrace	these	values,	the	fitness	culture	gradually	becomes	

mainstream	and	gets	a	life	of	its	own	in	accordance	with	the	ground	rules	for	behaviour	that	exist	on	the	
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social	platform.	As	explained	earlier,	since	Instagram	provides	a	setting	that	allows	for	a	more	self-centred	

behaviour	 that	 is	not	allowed	elsewhere,	 it	 can	be	argued	 that	 these	social	 rules	 fit	 like	a	glove	with	 the	

fitness	culture,	and	this	 is	subsequently	why	this	 ideology	has	thrived	on	this	particular	social	networking	

site.	Both	girls	have	experienced	this	ideology	thriving	on	the	site	and	have	complied	with	the	norms	as	they	

have	changed,	making	them	link	themselves	to	the	content	that	is	perceived	as	“hot”	within	this	particular	

field.		

 

Becoming objects of surveillance 
The	analysis	has	clearly	demonstrated	that	the	girls	are	highly	affected	by	underlying	social	structures	and	

ideals	in	their	strategic	online	linking	behaviour	on	Instagram.	There	is	also	evidence	that	they	are	conscious	

about	this	strategic	conduct	in	their	online	self-presentation	in	the	attempt	of	living	up	to	these	ideals.	This	

supports	 Goffman’s	 notion	 (1956)	 of	 how	 interactions	 are	 controlled	 by	 social	 norms,	 traditions,	 and	

discourses	 in	 society.	Meanwhile,	 this	 can	 further	 be	 explained	 through	 the	 lenses	of	David	Buckingham	

(2008)	 who	 employs	 Foucault’s	 ‘Panopticon’	 concept	 on	 new	 technologies,	 which	 can	 contribute	 to	 an	

understanding	as	to	why	the	girls	link	themselves	strategically	in	response	to	discourses	in	society.	Drawing	

on	Foucault,	Buckingham	(2008)	explains	how	our	individual	identities	are	not	a	result	of	individual	choice,	

but	rather	a	product	of	‘disciplinary	power’,	being	a	product	of	the	constant	surveillance	that	has	increased	

along	with	new	technology	(Buckingham,	2008;	Thornborrow	&	Brown,	2009).	Supporting	this,	Mitrou	et	al.	

(2014)	have	employed	a	further	developed	version	of	the	Panopticon	concept,	namely	that	of	‘Omniopticon’,	

where,	instead	of	a	governmental	surveillance,	the	many	surveil	the	many.	Mitrou	et	al.	(2014)	found	that,	

in	 relation	 to	 social	 media,	 the	 surveillance	 is	 strengthened	 due	 to	 a	 higher	 degree	 of	 surveillance	

opportunities	because	of	the	design	of	social	media.	In	line	with	this	thesis’	findings,	they	further	underline	

how	an	Omniopticon-like	 surveillance	 facilitates	 an	online	 social	 environment	where	not	 complying	with	

social	 norms	 may	 lead	 to	 “social	 exclusion,	 prejudice	 and	 discrimination	 risks”	 (Mitrou	 et	 al.,	 2014:2).	

Moreover,	given	that	users	make	their	data	available	online,	they	become	‘objects	of	communication’	and	

subsequently	 ‘objects	 of	 surveillance’,	 as	 they	 make	 their	 online	 self-presentations	 available	 to	 others	

(Mitrou	et	al.,	2014,	Palfrey	&	Gasser,	2008).	As	Charlotte	and	Sophie	express,	they	are	very	conscious	as	to	

what	content	they	choose	to	upload	to	their	Instagram	accounts,	emphasizing	how	they	fear	that	the	image	

they	portray	of	themselves	might	be	misunderstood.	Consequently,	they	frequently	go	back	to	older	posts	

and	delete	them	if	they	feel	that	they	represent	a	different	image	than	the	one	representing	this	period	of	

their	lives.	This	can	imply	that	they	also	feel	under	constant	surveillance	from	others	as	they	know	how	easily	

accessed	their	content	is.		
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Aspiration as motivation for identity work 
Our	empirical	findings	interestingly	show	how	it	is	perceived	as	acceptable	to	portray	an	image	on	Instagram	

that	does	not	correspond	to	the	offline	persona.	Charlotte	explains,	that	as	long	the	presented	persona	is	

one	that	the	given	user	strives	to	be,	a	potential	future	version	of	oneself,	the	self-presentation	is	not	seen	

as	deceiving.	This	is	much	in	line	with	Ellison,	Heino	and	Gibbs’	(2006)	findings	on	online	dating	sites,	where	

individuals	tend	to	polish	their	personal	profiles	in	order	to	portray	an	idealised,	desired	persona	and	that	

this	 behaviour	 is	 not	 seen	 as	misrepresenting,	 but	 rather	 as	 portraying	 qualities	 that	 are	 planned	 to	 be	

developed	in	the	future.	An	ampler	understanding	of	this	is	provided	by	Christensen	et	al.	(2013)	who	explain	

how	‘aspirational	talk’	can	have	a	performative	potential.	Much	like	Charlotte	emphasises,	the	potential	of	

becoming	what	you	are	aspiring	to,	makes	an	incorrect	self-presentation	acceptable.	She	does	underline	how	

it	is	necessary	to	have	these	aspirational	intentions,	which	can	be	difficult	to	detect	on	Instagram.	Moreover,	

she	 is	 very	 conscious	 about	 how	 she	 wants	 to	 benefit	 from	 her	 activities	 on	 Instagram,	 wherefore	 she	

carefully	 constructs	 her	 Instagram	 persona	 in	 the	 pursuit	 of	 her	 personal	 objectives,	 even	 if	 this	means	

dressing	 the	 image	 she	presents	a	 little.	Charlotte	points	out	 that	presenting	oneself	 in	a	more	 idealised	

version	 than	 is	 always	 the	 truth,	 can	motivate	 one	 to	 strive	 to	 be	 that	 person.	 Christensen	 et	 al.	 (2013)	

suggest	 how	 stating	 something	 in	 a	 public,	 social	 context	 is	 much	 more	 likely	 to	 produce	 behavioural	

performative	 consequences	 than	 if	 expressed	 in	 a	 more	 private	 context.	 This	 is	 also	 Charlotte’s	

understanding;	she	sees	Instagram	as	a	social	context	where	idealised	versions	of	oneself	can	be	presented	

in	order	to	live	up	to	them.	For	Charlotte	then,	a	lack	of	consistency	between	one’s	online	and	offline	persona	

is	not	necessarily	a	bad	thing.	Additionally,	this	 is	understood	by	Thornborrow	and	Brown	(2009)	as	what	

they	define	as	“aspirational	identities”	where	individuals	earnestly	desire	a	given	identity	that	offers	higher	

status	 than	 the	 current,	which	 therefore	 is	 incorporated	 in	 the	 self-presentation	 in	 order	 to	 aspire	 to	 it.	

Presenting	a	greater	possible	self	will	therefore	become	a	mechanism	for	disciplining	the	individual’s	identity	

work	to	aspire	to	that	image	(Christensen	et	al.,	2013;	Thornborrow	&	Brown,	2009).	In	this	way,	presenting	

a	provisional	–	and	potentially	better	–	self,	is	monitored	through	the	evaluations	of	the	feedback	given	on	

this	performance.	Like	our	empirical	findings	show,	Charlotte	and	Sophie	both	explain	how	certain	feedback	

has	made	them	either	increase	or	delete	certain	types	of	content	from	their	profiles.	Hence,	they	seek	to	

aspire	 to	 the	desired	 ideals	 that	are	produced	and	reproduced	 in	 the	 Instagram	setting,	disciplining	 their	

identity	work	by	linking	themselves	to	content	that	lives	up	to	these	ideals.	The	way	in	which	they	discipline	

their	self-presentations	on	Instagram	illustrates	how	the	girls’	preferred	self-conceptions	are	regulated	by	

discourses	of	society.	
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To belong is to matter 
Another	factor	that	influences	Charlotte’s	and	Sophie’s	idealised	presentations	of	themselves,	and	the	way	

they	strategically	link	themselves	to	selected	content,	is	the	need	of	belonging	to	a	group	and	conform	to	the	

values	and	ideals	of	this	particular	group.	In	relation	to	Goffman	(1956),	the	individual	forms	the	self	through	

social	interactions	by	having	its	identity	confirmed	by	others.	In	this,	he	focuses	on	the	individual’s	formation	

of	the	self	in	relation	to	other	individuals	in	general	and	does	not	assign	much	value	as	to	how	the	individual	

understands	itself	and	its	identification	through	the	sense	of	belonging	to	a	specific	group	or	community.		

	

By	applying	Arnould	and	Thompson	(2005)	as	supportive	theoretical	lenses,	we	have	gained	insight	into	how	

the	girls	use	their	consumption	of	fitness-related	content	on	Instagram	as	an	identity	marker	to	show	their	

belongingness	to	this	specific	community	of	interest.	As	Arnould	and	Thompson	underline,	the	girls’	identities	

are	shaped	through	their	consumption	of	fitness	culture	on	Instagram,	which	affects	their	online	behaviour.	

In	this	way,	consumer	communities	have	a	great	 influence	on	their	 individual	 identity	projects	and	hence	

their	self-presentations.	This	 is	supported	by	the	empirical	findings	that	demonstrate	how	the	girls	attach	

great	value	to	this	community	of	interest.	They	both	feel	that	they	lack	social	connections	in	their	other	social	

contexts,	where	they	can	fully	live	out	this	passion	for	fitness	without	being	judged.	Being	part	of	a	group	

and	strategically	selecting	sign	equipment	that	links	them	to	it,	becomes	a	major	factor	for	the	girls’	strategic	

behaviour	on	 Instagram	as	 they	 seek	 acknowledgement	 and	 status	within	 the	 group.	 Encouraged	by	 the	

group,	its	members	take	on	a	certain	behaviour	in	order	to	gain	the	social	benefits	that	are	offered	through	

this	shared	identification.		

	

The	girls’	need	for	belongingness	can	further	be	understood	as	a	psychological	motivator	for	their	strategic	

behaviour	on	 Instagram.	Bolton	et	al.	 (2013)	 found	 that	Generation	Y’s1	 social	media	usage	was	 strongly	

motivated	 by	 the	 sense	 of	 emotional	 well-being	 and	 self-esteem	 they	 obtained	 through	 the	 feeling	 of	

belonging	to	a	group	in	their	online	interactions.	Similarly,	Seidman	(2013)	describes	how	the	need	to	belong,	

seek	acceptance,	create	connections,	and	experience	caring	from	and	for	others	is	a	fundamental	drive	and	

motivator	 for	 social	media	 usage	 (Seidman,	 2013;	 Baumeister	&	 Leary,	 1995).	 Subsequently,	 these	 basic	

psychological	needs	can	be	fulfilled	by	connecting	with	others	on	social	media	and	can	be	very	effective	for	

individuals	who	deal	with	social	disconnection	in	real	life	contexts	(Seidman,	2013;	Sheldon	et	al.,	2011).	It	

can	be	discussed	that	this	kind	of	social	disconnection	that	Seidman	(2013)	refers	to,	is	also	what	Sophie	and	

Charlotte	feel	in	relation	to	their	fitness	interest	outside	of	the	Instagram	setting.	Sophie	and	Charlotte	both	

                                                
1	As	earlier	stated,	Generation	Y	covers	a	wider	age	span	than	this	thesis’	defined	target	group,	but	as	the	target	group	
lies	within	the	same	age	interval	as	Generation	Y,	we	consider	the	source	valid	to	support	our	findings.				
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emphasise	how	their	social	connections	in	the	fitness	community	on	Instagram	enable	them	to	live	out	this	

certain	part	of	their	identity	as	they	in	the	offline	world	lack	relations	that	can	give	them	a	sense	of	belonging	

to	a	fitness	community.	In	saying	this,	it	is	relevant	to	draw	attention	to	the	way	we	generally	socialise	around	

sports	as	members	of	e.g.	a	football	team	has	changed	into	placing	a	lot	more	emphasis	on	the	individual	

performance	and	personal	achievements.	On	a	football	team,	the	performance	is	a	joint	performance	and	

when	achieving	good	results,	it	will	be	because	of	a	team	effort.	In	this	classical	sense	of	team	performances,	

the	team	spirit	is	what	creates	the	sense	of	belonging	to	a	group	and	thus	a	team	identity.	The	team	members	

will	cheer,	acknowledge,	and	pad	you	on	the	back	when	performing	well	for	the	greater	good	of	the	team.	

This	collective	sense	of	identity	is	arguably	stronger	within	sports	that	have	the	collective	aspect	as	a	natural	

part	of	their	formation.	Today,	as	earlier	touched	upon	(cf.	introduction),	this	kind	of	team	performances	has,	

to	a	large	extent,	been	discarded	in	favour	of	sports	disciplines	like	e.g.	fitness	and	bodybuilding	where	the	

individual	performs	only	to	enhance	a	personal	body	image.	This	contrast	might	further	underline	Charlotte	

and	Sophie’s	desire	for	finding	a	community	of	interest,	where	the	individual	performance	can	be	acted	out	

with	like-minded	people	and	be	rewarded	with	digital	instead	of	physical	praise.		

	

Given	 the	 fact	 that	 the	appreciation	of	one’s	own	and	other	people’s	outspoken	achievements	 in	offline	

contexts	are	considered	less	appropriate	due	to	previously	mentioned	Law	of	Jante,	this	can	account	for	yet	

another	reason	as	to	why	the	fitness	culture	has	gained	momentum	on	Instagram	in	Denmark.	Subsequently,	

it	can	be	argued	that	employing	Instagram	to	connect	with	others	in	the	fitness	community	fulfils	their	basic	

needs	of	belonging	to	a	group,	confirming	them	in	this	specific	identity	project.	With	this	said,	the	findings	in	

the	present	thesis	strongly	suggest	how	social	structures	and	discourses	decide	why	the	girls	strategically	link	

themselves	to	this	content.	As	pointed	out,	both	are	highly	affected	by	how	one	should	behave	and	self-

present	 in	 the	 fitness	 context,	 but	 it	 can	 also	 be	 argued	 that	 namely	 the	 basic	 psychological	 sense	 of	

belongingness	makes	 the	girls	 strategically	 link	 themselves	 to	others	within	 the	community	of	 Instagram,	

especially	since	they	cannot	find	this	sense	of	belongingness	to,	what	they	consider,	an	important	part	of	

their	selves,	in	other	social	contexts.	

	

However,	it	can	also	be	argued	that	this	need	for	belonging	is	further	reinforced,	as	Arnould	and	Thompson	

(2005)	explain,	by	the	fact	that	globalisation	and	the	post-industrial	socio-economic	transformation	have	put	

an	end	to	the	traditional	form	of	socialisation.	They	argue	that	the	individual	has	evolved	into	striving	for	

personal	 characteristics	 and	 lifestyle	 choices	 and	 as	 a	 response	 to	 this,	 consumers	 seek	 collective	

identifications.	This	builds	on	the	idea	that	globalisation	has,	with	technology	and	mass-communication,	to	

a	certain	degree,	levelled	out	the	local	differences	between	individuals	in	our	ways	of	living	and	thinking.	And	
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because	 of	 the	 converging	 development	 in	 regard	 to	 our	 ways	 of	 conducting	 our	 lives,	 the	 basis	 for	

comparison	to	others	has	generally	expanded,	meaning	that	it	has	become	harder	to	differentiate	oneself	

from	the	masses.		

Drawing	 on	 a	 study	 from	 Arnett	 (2002)	 on	 psychological	 consequences	 of	 globalisation,	 the	 primary	

consequence	of	globalisation	is	how	individuals	perceive	themselves	in	relation	to	their	social	environment,	

and	how	this	consequently	affects	their	formation	of	identity.	Arnett	(2002)	argues	that	due	to	the	uniformity	

of	individuals	today,	it	has	become	more	complex	to	identify	oneself	with	a	specific	group,	making	it	harder	

to	consolidate	an	identity	that	can	define	one’s	place	in	society.	Unlike	in	traditional	societies	where	one’s	

identity	was	given	as	 a	product	of	 family	bonds,	 in	postmodern	 societies	our	 social	 relations	are	 instead	

moved	away	from	the	vicinity	of	the	family,	demanding	us	to	find	shared	affinity	elsewhere.		

	

According	to	Arnett	(2002),	a	natural	result	thereof	is	that	people	feel	a	need	to	take	part	in	self-selected	

communities	with	 like-minded	people	 in	 order	 to	 create	 a	 sense	 of	 belongingness	 to	 a	 specific	 group	of	

people	with	a	specific	set	of	values,	from	where	a	collective	identity	can	arise.	Arnett	(2002)	further	states	

that	globalisation	has	led	to	an	increased	demand	for	adaptability	in	the	rapidly	changing	social	environments	

of	 society	 caused	 by	 technological	 development.	 The	 emerging	 technologies	 present	 to	 us	 a	 set	 of	

possibilities	to	engage	and	interact	with	people	in	global	networks,	placing	an	even	stronger	emphasis	on	the	

individual’s	personal	choices	as	to	where	the	individual	chooses	to	engage.		

	

In	line	with	this	thesis’	research,	our	empirical	findings	similarly	demonstrate	how	Charlotte	and	Sophie	link	

positive	values	to	being	part	of	something	and	how	this	attracts	them	to	a	community	through	a	specific	

interest.	Further,	they	explain	that	they	choose	to	take	part	in	a	community	of	interest	on	Instagram	because	

this	particular	community	provides	them	with	the	sense	of	belongingness	that	they	miss	in	their	everyday	

offline	lives.	And	because	they	lack	an	environment	where	they	can	cultivate	their	interest	in	fitness,	this	part	

of	 their	 identity	 project	 is	 made	 relevant	 through	 their	 membership	 to	 the	 community	 they	 have	 on	

Instagram.	The	community	then	constitutes	not	only	the	collective	identity	they	need	in	order	to	feel	they	

belong	 to	 a	 community,	 but	 also	 the	 scene	 on	 which	 they	 can	 construct	 their	 individual	 fitness-related	

identity.	As	also	demonstrated	throughout	 the	analysis,	 the	defining	parameter	 in	 this	 identity	 formation	

then	lies	in	their	ability	to	attract	and	maintain	attention	from	peers	and	followers	within	this	group.	
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Strategic linking – effects on the online identity project 
 
In	the	first	part	of	the	discussion,	we	discussed	why	the	girls	link	themselves	strategically	to	selected	fitness	

content.	The	findings	clearly	show	how	they	are	affected	by	underlying	societal	structures	and	discourses	

and	to	how	to	be	and	behave	on	Instagram	within	this	fitness	culture,	resulting	in	strategic	self-presentational	

and	 self-promotional	 behaviour.	 In	 this	 section,	we	wish	 to	discuss	 how	 their	 strategic	 linking	behaviour	

affects	their	ongoing	online	identity	projects.	

	

Confirming the identity project 
The	results	of	present	thesis	underline	how	the	girls	view	the	fitness	community	on	Instagram	as	having	an	

affirmative	effect	on	 their	 identity	projects.	 Linking	 themselves	 to	 this	community	and	hence,	 interacting	

with	it,	boosts	their	own	self-esteem	and	confirms	them	in	an	identity	project	they	feel	cannot	be	enacted	

and	affirmed	in	other	social	contexts.	It	is	clear	how	this	has	a	great	significance	for	the	girls’	self-conception	

as,	like	Sophie	says,	they	perceive	themselves	from	their	interactions	with	this	community:		

	

	

As	 explained,	 linking	 herself	 on	 Instagram	 has	 a	 positive	 effect	 on	 Sophie’s	 identity	 project.	 In	 line	with	

Goffman	(1956),	Sophie’s	socialisation	process	through	Instagram	holds	her	fixed	in	her	fitness	self-image	as	

she	is	acting	it	out,	reminding	her	of	the	ideals	and	the	values	she	wishes	to	hold	as	her	own.	By	applying	the	

sign	equipment	that	 links	her	to	this	community	she	 is	acknowledged	for	demonstrating	her	 interest	and	

belongingness	to	this	community	and	is	thereby	encouraged	and	confirmed	in	this	identity	performance.	In	

this	way,	when	Charlotte	and	Sophie	link	themselves	to	fitness-related	content	on	Instagram,	it	enables	them	

to	 live	out	 this	specific	part	of	 their	 identity	within	a	community	where	they	are	accepted	 for	 these	self-

presentational	acts.	

	

Managing collapsing contexts 
Belonging	to	a	group	and	being	able	to	live	out	their	fitness	identity	through	Instagram	holds	a	great	value	

for	the	girls.	However,	in	line	with	Marwick	and	Boyd’s	(2010)	concept	of	context	collapse,	it	is	difficult	for	

the	girls	to	manage	their	different	audiences	on	Instagram.	As	they	have	chosen	to	have	public	profiles,	their	

accounts	are	open	to	everyone,	including	people	outside	the	fitness	community.	Both	girls	express	a	concern	

Through	 Instagram	 I	 become	more	 aware	 of	my	 lifestyle	 and	 the	 values	 that	 I	 have	 in	my	 life	 (...)	
Sometimes	it	will	motivate	me	to	work	out	or	eat	a	nice	and	healthy	salad,	so	I	can	take	a	picture	of	it	
and	post	it	on	Instagram.	So	Instagram	holds	me	to	the	lifestyle.	If	I	didn’t	have	Instagram,	I	would	have	
to	find	the	motivation	and	inspiration	elsewhere.	(Sophie,	informant	18)			
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regarding	this:	they	both	have	social	relations	from	other	contexts	that	follow	them	on	Instagram,	and	see	

how	they	present	themselves	in	relation	to	this	community.	Charlotte	and	Sophie	would	like	Instagram	to	

only	be	available	for	social	relations	that	belong	to	this	specific	context,	but	they	do	not	want	to	make	their	

profiles	 private	 as	 this	would	 close	 some	doors	 to	 the	 community	 they	 so	 eagerly	want	 to	 be	 a	 part	 of.	

Marwick	and	Boyd	(2010)	point	out	how	social	networking	sites	tend	to	include	several	audiences	into	one,	

which	is	also	the	case	for	Sophie	and	Charlotte,	who	explain	that	they	have	family	and	friends,	who	have	no	

interest	 in	 the	 fitness	 culture,	 following	 them.	 The	 fact	 that	 they	 have	 various	 connections	 representing	

different	 aspects	 of	 their	 identity	 present	 on	 one	 platform	 leads	 to	 negative	 consequences	 for	 the	 girls’	

identity	projects	in	other	social	contexts.	As	they	primarily	focus	on	their	fitness	engagement	on	Instagram,	

their	other	 identity	projects	are	affected	as	they	are	judged	by	their	self-presentation	online.	 In	sum,	this	

makes	the	girls	feel	that	their	online	presentation,	whose	actual	purpose	is	to	represent	their	ideal	selves	

within	the	fitness	culture,	is	instead	representing	a	wrong	picture	of	them	when	fronted	with	people	from	

other	social	contexts	because	they,	after	all,	do	consider	themselves	as	having	more	to	offer	than	what	is	

shown	on	Instagram.		

	

As	a	consequence	of	several	of	the	girls’	social	relations	“collapsing”	 into	one	context,	 the	fitness-related	

identity	project	they	wish	to	live	out	on	Instagram	is	constrained	as	they	are	afraid	of	the	social	consequences	

that	e.g.	posting	a	transformation	picture	will	have	in	their	other	contexts.	They	feel	prohibited	from	sharing	

certain	content,	which	otherwise	would	be	praised	within	the	fitness	community	because	others	will	judge	

them	for	it.	Thus,	despite	the	fact	that	they	feel	that	they	have	found	a	community	where	they	experience	a	

sense	of	belongingness,	and	where	they	are	able	to	share	this	part	of	their	identity,	they	are	not	able	to	fully	

live	out	this	identity	project	of	theirs,	since	the	structural	design	of	Instagram	does	not	permit	them	to	only	

have	one	audience	on	the	platform.		

 
The power of comparison  
Another	downside	to	the	Instagram	community	of	fitness	is	the	element	of	competition	that	also	arises	when	

focus	 is	 placed	 on	 sharing	 result	 and	 progress	 oriented	 content,	 naturally	 making	 the	 girls	 compare	

themselves	to	each	other.	As	described	by	Charlotte:	“Many	girls	write	that	they’re	 in	 their	“cake-shape”	

despite	that	you	can	see	a	six-pack	of	muscles,	which	makes	you	think,	“then,	what	am	I?””.	The	paradox	

occurs	when	considering	that,	in	their	rational	minds,	the	girls	are	well	aware	of	the	many	ways	in	which	one	

can	orchestrate	a	post	on	Instagram,	together	with	the	fact	that	they	realise	how	most	content	shared	on	

the	platform	is	meant	to	positively	reflect	back	on	the	user,	and	despite	these	insights	still	feel	a	pressure	in	

living	up	to	unrealistic	statements	as	the	abovementioned.	It	seems	obvious	to	the	girls	that	having	–	and	
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presenting	–	a	six-pack	of	muscles	on	Instagram	is	what	everyone	strives	for	and	that	this	is	moreover	never	

obtained	by	eating	 cake	nor	 leading	an	unhealthy	 lifestyle.	However,	 as	Charlotte	expresses,	 it	 creates	a	

concern	 in	her	making	her	 feel	somehow	 insufficient	as	she	compares	her	own	physical	shape	to	the	girl	

posting	the	image	of	her	fully	toned	muscles,	meanwhile	stating	that	she	is	“in	bad	shape”.	

	

Although	 we	 have	 seen	 the	 positive	 effects	 to	 the	 girls’	 self-esteem	when	 linking	 themselves	 to	 fitness	

content	and	other	users,	it	seems	that	it	can	have	the	opposite	effect	as	well.	This	is	supported	by	the	findings	

of	Ellison	(2013),	who	suggest	that	viewing	other	people’s	profiles	may	lead	to	a	“feeling	of	inadequacy	or	

lowered	self-esteem	when	comparing	themselves	to	the	uniformly	positive	and	self-promotional	boasting	of	

their	 peers”	 (Ellison,	 2013:7).	 Sophie	 and	 Charlotte	 point	 out	 how	 the	 things	 shared	 on	 Instagram	 are	

predominantly	positive,	showing	the	“picture-perfect”	life	of	the	user.	As	the	users	construct	their	Instagram	

performances	to	perfection,	the	life	of	others	might	seem	better	than	one’s	own,	which	can	inflict	negative	

feelings	on	one’s	individual	achievements	and	personal	characteristics.	

	

Although	the	girls	at	times	experience	that	linking	themselves	on	Instagram	have	negative	effects	on	their	

identity	 projects,	 the	 findings	 show	 that	 the	 beneficial	 outcomes	 that	 come	with	 being	 able	 to	 present	

themselves	in	a	desirous	manner	and	being	part	of	a	community	highly	exceeds	the	negative	aspects	that	

may	also	follow.	The	envy-inspiring	life	of	others	is	not	only	discouraging,	but	also	seen	as	a	motivating	factor	

that	inspires	the	girls	to	keep	up	with	the	ideals	in	the	lifestyle	they	wish	to	engender.	Despite	the	fact	that	

Charlotte	and	Sophie	know	that	self-presentations	on	Instagram	are	composed	of	decontextualised	pictures,	

presenting	flattering,	polished	images	of	others	that	can	foster	a	feeling	of	insufficiency,	the	positive	effects	

that	can	be	gained	from	linking	themselves	on	 Instagram	to	content	related	to	the	fitness	culture	and	 its	

community,	seem	to	outweigh	the	negative.	
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CONCLUSION 

 
In	this	thesis	we	sought	to	answer	the	research	question	by	analysing	the	empirical	data	through	the	lenses	

of	 the	 theoretical	 framework	which	brought	 insight	 into	 the	 strategic	behaviour	of	 the	 target	 group	and	

thereby	supported	and	complemented	the	theory.	Our	abductive	methodological	approach	did,	however,	

allow	other	findings	to	emerge	that	were	not	related	to	the	theoretical	apparatus	but	still	relevant	to	the	

research	field.		

The	final	chapter	of	this	thesis	seeks	to	conclude	on	the	theoretical	and	empirical	findings	in	order	to	answer	

the	research	question	along	with	the	two	sub-questions.	Following	this	is	a	presentation	of	the	implications	

and	limitations	of	this	research	and	finally,	we	elaborate	on	proposals	for	further	research	on	the	subject.		

	

Why do women between 18-28 years strategically link themselves to selected fitness-related 

content on Instagram? 
	

Our	 findings	 show	 that	 the	 target	 group’s	 online	 linking	 behaviour	 on	 Instagram	 in	 overall	 terms	 is	

strategically	motivated,	 and	we	 find	 several	motivations	 for	 the	 girls’	 linking	 themselves	 strategically	 to	

selected	fitness	content.	First	of	all,	they	wish	to	portray	a	certain	image	on	the	platform	that	supports	their	

fitness-related	identity	project,	which	is	demonstrated	by	their	strategic	choice	of	sign	equipment	that	assists	

the	construction	of	 this	 identity.	 It	may	be	concluded	that	 the	social	 currency	 that	comes	along	with	 the	

recognition	in	the	form	of	e.g.	likes	and	comments	is	a	fundamental	motivational	factor	for	their	strategic	

self-presentations.	

	

When	 trying	 to	 portray	 a	 certain	 image,	 the	 girls	 urge	 to	 live	 up	 to	 ideals	 within	 the	 fitness	 culture.	

Throughout	 the	 analysis,	 it	 is	 demonstrated	 how	 they	 conform	 to	 the	 socially	 accredited	 ideals,	 both	 in	

relation	to	the	fitness	culture	and	the	prevailing	social	rules	on	Instagram,	and	how	this	influences	them	to	

behave	 accordingly	 in	 order	 to	 create	 a	 successful	 socialisation	 process.	 By	 assigning	 a	 high	 level	 of	

significance	 to	 these	 ideals,	 they	 incorporate	 them	 into	 their	 self-presentations	 and	 by	 doing	 so,	 they	

consequently	take	part	in	the	reproduction	of	these	ideals.	These	rules	and	ideals	allow	for,	and	encourage,	

the	 self-promoting	 behaviour	 that	 seems	 salient	 within	 the	 fitness	 culture	 and	 its	 allocated	 focus	 on	

individual	 achievements	 and	 personal	 goals.	 The	 preference	 of	 keeping	 one’s	 self-enhancing	 behaviour	

within	the	frames	of	 Instagram	is	caused	by	the	social	norms	and	structures	 in	society	that	prevent	them	

from	presenting	themselves	in	the	same	way	in	“real”	life	as	they	know	how	this	will	be	looked	down	upon.	



 96	
	

It	may	 therefore	 be	 concluded	 that	 Instagram	 appears	 to	 provide	 the	 perfect	 setting	 for	 acting	 out	 this	

particular	identity	project.	

A	large	part	of	their	identity	formation	is	found	in	their	aspirations	to	become	someone	or	something	that	

might	 lie	outside	of	 their	current	 reality.	 It	can	therefore	be	concluded,	 that	 their	aspirations	become	an	

important	resource	in	their	self-presentations	as	these	have	a	both	guiding	and	disciplinary	function	in	the	

construction	of	their	identity	projects.	The	aspirational	identities	influence	the	strategic	measures	that	are	

applied	in	the	self-presentation.			

	

A	prevailing	factor	for	the	target	group’s	behaviour	 is	 the	need	for	belonging	to	a	group	as	 it	holds	great	

significance	in	their	cultivation	of	the	fitness-related	identity	project	on	Instagram.	Instagram	is	by	the	target	

group	described	as	a	community	of	interest	where	they	can	get	motivation,	inspiration,	and	create	relations	

with	other	members	of	this	group.	In	this	way,	they	become	part	of	a	subculture	on	Instagram	that	holds	its	

own	social	conducts	and	provide	them	with	social	relations,	with	whom	they	can	live	out	this	identity	project.	

The	fitness	community	on	Instagram	gives	them	a	sense	of	belongingness	that	they	do	not	feel	they	can	find	

–	in	relation	to	this	part	of	their	identity	–	elsewhere.		

	

From	our	findings	we	can	conclude	that	there	is	a	difference	in	the	strategic	motivations	within	the	target	

group.	One	group	of	the	girls	is	very	aware	of	how	to	manage	their	audience	and	attract	attention.	This	group	

shows	 signs	 of	 employing	 micro-celebrity	 strategies	 in	 the	 quest	 for	 attention	 in	 the	 form	 of	 likes	 and	

followers,	by	seeing	themselves	as	a	product	that	needs	to	be	marketed	to	others.	The	other	part	of	the	girls	

is	also	well	aware	of	how	to	obtain	this	social	currency	but	seems	less	self-promotional	in	their	behaviour.	In	

this,	we	find	their	strategic	behaviours	to	resemble	each	other	as	they	fundamentally	strive	for	the	same	

things.	Rather,	it	is	the	mindset	behind	this	strategic	behaviour	that	differs	the	two	groups	of	girls	from	each	

other.	

	

What influence do these acts have on their ongoing online identity project? 
	

As	our	findings	demonstrate,	strategic	linking	to	fitness-related	content	on	Instagram	may	have	both	negative	

and	positive	effects	on	the	target	group’s	identity	projects.		

Firstly,	we	can	conclude	that	this	behaviour	has	a	positive	effect	on	their	online	identity	project.	As	the	target	

group	feels	unable	to	live	out	the	fitness-related	part	of	their	identity	in	other	contexts,	Instagram	provides	

them	with	 a	 setting	 to	 do	 this.	 Through	 the	 analysis	 it	 is	 shown	 how	 it	 influences	 their	 identity	 project	
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positively	when	having	it	confirmed	and	encouraged	by	others	within	the	fitness	community	and	therefore	

helps	them	continue	this	conduct	of	a	healthy	fitness	lifestyle.		

	

Moreover,	it	can	be	concluded	that	because	of	several	contexts	collapsing	into	one	on	the	social	networking	

platform,	the	 images	the	target	group	wishes	to	portray	to	other	non-fitness-related	audiences	are	often	

compromised.	Like	explained	in	the	analysis,	the	girls	are	confronted	with	prejudices	from	the	social	relations	

they	 have	 outside	 the	 fitness	 community	 as	 a	 result	 of	 differing	 self-presentations	 between	 the	 online	

identity	on	Instagram	and	other	settings.	Due	to	this,	it	is	found	that	the	collapsing	contexts	compromise	the	

target	group’s	identity	creation	as	it	impedes	it	from	fully	living	out	its	fitness-related	online	identity	project	

on	Instagram.	It	can	be	further	concluded	that	linking	itself	strategically	can	cause	feelings	of	inadequacy.	

The	tendency	of	only	portraying	the	positive	parts	of	one’s	life	on	Instagram	can	cause	a	feeling	of	not	having	

the	same	life	quality	or	not	being	able	to	live	up	to	the	ideals	when	the	target	group	compares	itself	to	other	

fitness	engaged	profiles.		

Finally,	 it	 can	 be	 concluded	 that	 when	 the	 girls	 link	 themselves	 strategically	 to	 selected	 fitness-related	

content	on	Instagram,	it	influences	how	they	are	perceived	by	others,	but	also,	as	a	consequence	of	this,	how	

they	 perceive	 themselves	 and	 hence,	 how	 they	 choose	 to	 construct	 their	 identity	 based	 on	 this	 highly	

externally	influenced	self-conception.		

	

Implications & Limitations 
Seeing	that	this	thesis	only	conducted	ten	interviews,	it	could	have	benefitted	from	conducting	additional	

interviews	to	be	able	to	give	a	more	generalisable	understanding	of	consumer	behaviour	related	to	fitness	

culture	 on	 Instagram.	 However,	 with	 the	 available	 resources,	 ten	 in-depth	 qualitative	 interviews	 were	

considered	satisfying	and	valuable	to	give	an	insight	into,	and	an	understanding	of,	the	online	behaviour	that	

then	could	be	the	object	of	further	investigation.	

	

Out	of	a	total	of	28	girls	contacted,	only	ten	agreed	to	participate.	One	of	the	main	reasons	for	not	wanting	

to	participate	was	found	to	be	the	fact	that	the	girls	felt	uncomfortable	talking	about	their	online	behaviour	

on	Instagram.	As	researchers	we	acknowledge	the	level	of	sensitivity	of	our	topic,	for	which	reason	we	have	

tried	to	secure	a	neutral	presentation	of	the	topic	to	possible	informants	in	order	not	to	reveal	the	underlying	

motives	for	the	research.	This	proved	difficult	as	we	believe	that	the	girls	somehow	expected	the	interview	

to	 treat	 what	 is	 to	 them	 considered	 personal	 and	 sensitive	 truths	 about	 their	 online	 behaviour.	 As	 our	

research	shows,	the	ways	of	behaving	on	Instagram	are	often	not	accepted	outside	this	forum,	which	can	be	

the	reason	the	girls	find	it	difficult	to	talk	about,	and	admit	to,	this	behaviour	in	an	interview.	This	points	to	
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the	existence	of	a	bias	between	the	girls’	need	for	online	self-promotion	as	a	means	of	receiving	recognition	

and	acknowledgement,	and	the	discomfort	that	is	also	present	when	sharing	details	about	this	behaviour	in	

the	 wrong	 forums.	 Future	 researchers	 may	 benefit	 from	 these	 findings	 when	 investigating	 this	 field	 of	

research	in	the	future.	

	

Another	 limitation	 of	 this	 thesis	work	 is	 found	 in	 the	 choice	 of	 employing	 personas	 for	 the	 analysis	 and	

discussion.	This	was	chosen	as	we	found	it	beneficial	to	the	understanding	of	the	findings	of	this	project.	The	

two	 personas	 were	 created	 in	 order	 to	 best	 show	 the	 main	 variations	 between	 these	 two	 groups	 of	

informants,	but	we	did	however	experience	not	being	able	to	show	all	individual	variations	within	the	target	

group	because	of	the	persona	limitations.	As	a	consequence	of	this,	certain	detailed	statements	that	could	

have	been	employed	as	supportive	to	the	findings	have	been	left	out	of	the	analysis.	However,	illustrating	

the	most	important	differences	between	the	two	groups	were	found	to	provide	a	better	understanding	of	

this	thesis’	research	field	than	focusing	on	small	individual	distinctive	features.	These	were	ultimately	found	

to	give	the	same	results,	just	with	other	personal	characteristics,	which	was	expected	since	the	assembling	

of	the	target	group	was	based	on	homogenous	behavioural	traits.		

	

Proposals for further research 
This	thesis	specifically	sought	to	examine	the	effects	of	the	online	behaviour	to	the	online	identity	project	on	

Instagram.	Effects	on	the	offline	 identity	project	did	emerge	 in	 this	project,	but	 further	detailed	research	

could	pay	greater	attention	to	the	online	behaviour’s	effects	on	the	offline	identity	project.	Such	results	could	

also	be	of	value	to	companies	as	knowing	how	online	behaviour	affects	the	offline	can	provide	insight	into	

how	companies	can	influence	online	users	to	e.g.	employ	their	products	and	services	offline.	

	

In	 addition,	 further	 research	 could	 benefit	 from	 extending	 this	 thesis’	 research	 question	 to	 other	 social	

networking	sites	in	order	to	examine	which	role	strategic	linking	holds	on	Instagram	in	comparison	to	other	

platforms	 of	 online	 social	 interaction.	 Through	 this	 thesis	 we	 have	 learned	 of	 the	 existence	 of	 certain	

prevailing	unwritten	rules	on	Instagram	that	fit	like	a	glove	with	cultivating	the	fitness	culture.	At	the	same	

time,	we	found	that	this	self-presentational	conduct	in	relation	to	fitness	on	Instagram	is	not	an	acceptable	

behaviour	 on	 other	 social	 networking	 sites	 as	 e.g.	 Facebook.	 Considering	 the	 insight	we	 have	 gained	 on	

different	ways	of	conducting	oneself	in	accordance	with	the	respective	platform,	it	could	be	interesting	to	

examine	 how	 unwritten	 rules	 on	 different	 social	 networking	 sites	 influence	 users’	 self-presentation	 and	

identity	projects.	Companies	may	use	this	knowledge	to	better	adjust	their	communication	in	accordance	

with	the	prevailing	social	rules	on	the	given	platform.	In	line	with	this	thesis’	findings,	the	better	companies	
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are	able	to	do	this,	the	better	odds	they	have	of	engaging	their	audiences	and	creating	stronger	relations	to	

these.		

This	entails	that	when	companies	wish	to	sell	a	product	or	a	service	on	several	platforms,	a	differentiated	

communication	is	essential	to	reach	and	engage	the	audience.	Based	on	the	presented	findings,	we	argue	

that	this	thesis	does	provide	evidence	for	how,	in	relation	to	the	fitness	culture	on	Instagram,	the	social	rules	

and	 hence,	 the	 social	 interaction	 is	 different	 on	 Instagram	 from	 other	 social	 contexts,	 meaning	 that	

companies	would	have	to	consider	this	in	their	communicative	approach.	

	

Closing remarks 
Although	it	from	this	study	is	not	possible	to	generalise	all	fitness-related	consumer	behaviour	on	Instagram,	

the	 findings	 presented	 herein	 can	 help	 its	 reader	 gain	 an	 understanding	 as	 to	 why	 consumers	 behave	

strategically	in	this	delimited	context	and	how	this	behaviour	can	have	an	influence	on	the	related	identity	

formation.	 Further,	 our	 results	 can	 provide	 insight	 for	 companies	 on	 how	 to	 successfully	 implement	

marketing	strategies	on	Instagram	by	creating	content	that	is	considered	both	appealing,	relevant	and	value-

adding	to	the	target	group	in	question.		

	

The	 way	 a	 company	 chooses	 to	 communicate	 its	 services	 is	 ultimately	 directed	 towards	 attracting	 the	

attention	and	engagement	of	the	consumer.	But	how	do	companies	make	the	consumer	prefer	and	choose	

a	specific	brand	or	product	among	numerous	others?	For	companies,	it	is	essential	to	understand	the	social	

behavioural	patterns	on	the	social	networking	site	if	they	wish	to	implement	it	as	a	strategic	platform	for	

their	 commercial	 communication	 (Dinesen,	2008).	This	 thesis	contributes	 to	 the	 field	of	online	consumer	

behaviour,	in	illustrating	how	the	performative	online	interaction	on	Instagram	plays	a	crucial	role	for	how	

we	 relate	 to	 certain	 consumer	 ideals	and	hence	 the	online	 identity	 formation.	We	have	 shown	how	sign	

equipment	on	Instagram	has	a	great	significance	because	of	the	linking	value	it	provides	to	the	target	group.	

The	act	of	 linking	holds	the	values,	beliefs,	and	 ideals	of	a	specific	group	that	the	 individual	wishes	to	be	

identified	with	by	linking	itself	to	the	identity	aspects	of	this	group.	Companies	could	use	this	knowledge	in	

their	Instagram	marketing	strategies	by	ensuring	that	the	image	they	portray	through	their	communication,	

products,	and	services	hold	a	 relational	 linking	value	to	 the	target	group.	As	concluded	 in	 this	 thesis,	 the	

social	 relationships	and	the	symbolic	connotations	these	add	on	to	the	self-presentation	are	vital	 for	 this	

specific	target	group	on	Instagram,	and	consequently,	it	can	be	argued	that	companies	should	focus	on	the	

symbolic	rather	than	the	functional	perspective	 in	their	online	marketing	strategy.	However,	whether	the	

findings	of	these	studies	apply	for	consumers	on	Instagram	in	general	requires	further	research.	
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Appendix 
 

APPENDIX 1 
Timeline	showing	Instagram’s	development	from	launch	October	2010	till	September	2015	

(Own	illustration.	Source:	Instagram.com)	
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APPENDIX 2 
	

Table	1:	Anonymous	informants’	amounts	of	posts	and	likes	made	throughout	the	delimited	period.		

Grey:	not	suitable	for	further	qualitative	examination	(see	table	2,	p.	X).		

Green	and	pink:	all	contacted	informants.	

Pink:	interviewed	informants.	

INSTAGRAM	USERS,	POSTS	&	LIKES		23.11.15	–	23.01.16	

Informant	
no.	

Posted:	Fitness	
related:	

Posted:	Fitness	food	
related:	

Liked:	Fitness	
related:	

Liked:	Fitness	food	
related:	

1	 13	 11	 157	 124	

2	 2	 1	 8	 15	

3	 -	 -	 -	 -	

4	 23	 9	 225	 99	

5	 2	 1	 7	 3	

6	 5	 6	 8	 -	

7	 18	 12	 115	 122	

8	 11	 17	 72	 134	

9	 3	 -	 48	 35	

10	 8	 3	 31	 23	

11	 19	 14	 152	 71	

12	 13	 12	 80	 64	

13	 15	 11	 93	 52	

14	 21	 20	 64	 112	

15	 25	 40	 363	 453	

16	 23	 16	 74	 78	

17	 17	 10	 58	 86	

18	 13	 18	 63	 120	

19	 3	 -	 3	 -	

20	 5	 -	 1	 1	

21	 52	 5	 210	 52	
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22	 19	 27	 87	 71	

23	 9	 14	 53	 91	

24	 21	 35	 128	 114	

25	 2	 0	 7	 23	

26	 26	 20	 55	 29	

27	 10	 43	 134	 174	

28	 14	 8	 121	 54	

29	 22	 5	 115	 48	

30	 11	 3	 149	 53	

31	 12	 23	 121	 114	

32	 4	 -	 5	 2	

33	 30	 39	 12	 26	

34	 18	 29	 132	 60	

35	 11	 6	 99	 32	

36	 2	 3	 1	 -	

37	 18	 17	 43	 39	

38	 4	 1	 14	 7	

39	 6	 2	 3	 1	

40	 2	 4	 9	 17	
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APPENDIX 3 
Pictures	shown	to	the	informants	during	interviews	utilized	to	prompt	a	discussion	about	fitness	and	bodily	

ideals.	All	pictures	were	found	on	Instagram	searching	on	the	hashtag	#strongisthenewskinny.	
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APPENDIX 4  
	
USB	device	containing	an	overview	of	the	applied	informant	quotes	and	ten	audio	files	of	the	qualitative	

interviews.				

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


