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Abstract
The autoethnographic research project #selfie investigates the effects of the social 
media platform Instagram on the well-being of users aged 15–28 years. It focuses 
on the physical, psychological and psychosocial aspects of this user group’s beha-
viours, thoughts, and feelings. 

A review of current research shows that while Instagram usage can enhance short-
term well-being by triggering positive emotional responses, the long-term con-
sequences can include information overload and stress phenomena, which can lead 
to a decreased ability or even inability to focus on one specific thing or moment. 
The present thesis examines the effect of this decreased or lacking ability on indi-
viduals’ competence of reflective thinking and “mindfulness,” a competence which 
can be linked to living a lifestyle of sustainability. Without reflective thinking, indi-
viduals are unable to determine their own standpoint when it comes to issues related
to sustainability. 

The review of current research is juxtaposed with excerpts from interviews and con-
versations with the investigated user group, as well as autoethnographic investiga-
tion and reflective illustrations based on the author’s own experience with Ins-
tagram. Through this, the actuality of prevailing opinions in current literature is dis-
cussed critically. This research suggests that design can and should bring issues such
as extensive Instagram usage and its possible effects to public attention by offering 
an approach that can be as informative as appealing, making it attractive to commit 
to reflective thinking and encouraging the audience to broaden their horizon on the 
issue. 

The design proposal of this project consists of an illustrated graphic story which 
combines comics, illustration and text in the form of a zine which opens up a 
platform for dialogue on Instagram usage, therefore challenging readers to reflect on
their own experiences and guiding them on their way to mindful social media use.
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The autoethnographic research project #selfie  
investigates the effects of the social media  
platform Instagram on the well-being of users 
aged 15–28 years  It focuses on the physical, 
psychological and psychosocial aspects of this 
user group’s behaviours, thoughts, and feelings  

A review of current research shows that while  
Instagram usage can enhance short-term 
well-being by triggering positive emotional  
responses, the long-term consequences can  
include information overload and stress phenom- 
ena, which can lead to a decreased ability or 
even inability to focus on one specific thing 
or moment  The present thesis examines the  
effect of this decreased or lacking ability on 
individuals’ competence of reflective thinking 
and “mindfulness,” a competence which can 
be linked to living a lifestyle of sustainability   
Without reflective thinking, individuals are unable 
to determine their own standpoint when it comes 
to issues related to sustainability  

The review of current research is juxtaposed 
with excerpts from interviews and conversa-
tions with the investigated user group, as well as  
autoethnographic investigation and reflective 
illustrations based on the author’s own experi-
ence with Instagram  Through this, the actual- 
ity of prevailing opinions in current literature is 
discussed critically  This research suggests that 
design can and should bring issues such as  
extensive Instagram usage and its possible  
effects to public attention by offering an  
approach that can be as informative as appeal-
ing, making it attractive to commit to reflec-
tive thinking and encouraging the audience to  
broaden their horizon on the issue  

The design proposal of this project consists 
of an illustrated graphic story in the form of a  
magazine which opens up a platform for dia-
logue on Instagram usage, therefore challeng-
ing readers to reflect on their own experiences 
and guiding them on their way to mindful social  
media use 

abstract
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The origin of this paper lies somewhere deep 
within the nature of creativity on a profession-
al level and its need for appreciation by others  
Working as a designer and an illustrator, I have 
made it my daily habit to record my surround-
ings in the form of drawings, and to then discuss 
the outcomes of this process with the people 
around me  Since it is my goal to make a living 
with this work, it has also been tempting to 
make these images accessible to a wider audi-
ence, and my medium of choice turned out to be 
Instagram  To me, uploading my work on Insta-
gram initially meant that people from all over 
the world were able to access and react to it—
but I soon realised that there were other things 
connected to it, side effects that manifested 
themselves soon after I had started to use the 
app  It became clear that, even though I enjoyed 
using Instagram and mostly still do, its usage had 
begun to affect my life as a whole  I spend a lot 
of time browsing the app on my phone, but that 
is only one part of the picture: I actually spend a 
lot more time thinking about the app even when I 
am not actively using it: It is both remarkable and, 
at times, scary 

If I try to describe the effect that Instagram has 
on me as a designer and an individual, I have to 
note that while on one hand, it raises my product-

ivity due to my increased motivation to generate 
illustrations and upload them to my account, 
on the other hand it decreases my effectiveness 
when it comes to all tasks that don’t come as 
naturally as drawing  And even more importantly, 
it alters my lived reality to such an extent that I 
have experienced troubles when I was trying to 
focus on what was in front of me, my priorities 
in life and relationships, and my long term goals: 
I have transitioned from a state of being mind-
ful and self-aware to a state where the thought 
of checking my phone for Instagram notifica-
tions lingers constantly in the back of my mind  
This is not coincidental  I am well aware of the 
fact that like most other social media, Instagram 
is designed to trigger these kinds of responses 
from its users  The transition happened gradu-
ally and went almost unnoticed, even though I 
practise a lifestyle of regular self-reflection and 
evaluation of my own actions  As I was in the 
process of finding an interesting topic for the 
final report of my Master’s thesis in Design, I be-
gan to suspect two things: First, that there were 
others out there, people who were possibly less 
used to reflect upon their thoughts and actions, 
who were dealing with similar occurrences  And 
secondly, that there was no conscious discus-
sion or dialogue about it happening amongst me 
and my peers 
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At the same time as I started to engage my peers 
in such discussions, I began to look for ways of 
research that differ from the format of a typical 
thesis report: A method that would not only allow 
me to treat my illustrations as part of the research 
process, but would also enable me to incorporate 
and tell my own story of how Instagram usage 
influenced my daily life and my mindful state   
I soon turned to autoethnography as a method of 
enquiry, because of its way of investigation that 
allows researchers to “embrace vulnerability as a 
way to understand emotions and improve social 
life” and to “make research accessible to multi-
ple audiences ” (Adams, Jones, & Ellis, 2015, p  
36) This method is not common across all aca-
demic disciplines, but it perfectly aligns with my 
understanding that design can—and should be—
focused on the individual, the emotional and the 
intuitive rather than on bleak data and statistics  
Design is organic and inclusive towards all peo-
ple who are affected by it, a point of view which 
I managed to deepen during my Master studies  
The programme focused on Co-Design strat-
egies as a means of designing with instead of 
for people, and, whenever possible, giving them  
the tools to design for themselves and guiding 
them on their way, especially including people 
from the margins of society  In this thesis project, 
I seek to display the voices of people who are 
often not considered or reduced to mere data 

When reflecting upon Instagram and the effects 
that it can have on oneself, it is important to put 
it in the broader context of digitisation, world-
wide connectivity, the around-the-clock-avail-
ability of content and smartphones in general, 
which can be regarded as the cornerstones that 
our modern civilisation is built upon  Our society 
has become increasingly fast-paced, and online 
content is constantly being updated or replaced 
in the blink of an eye  And the devices that ena-
ble us to participate in this process—our smart-
phones—are seldom further away than our own 
pants pockets, handbags, or bedside tables  

There are innumerable smartphone applica-
tions, or “apps,” designed to connect and enter-
tain people, and Instagram is but one of them  
With 800 million active users as of September 
2017 (Statista, 2018), Instagram represents 
one of the biggest social media platforms and is 
amongst those by far the biggest image-based 
one  Its functions, which I will explain in more 
detail in Chapter 02, can be roughly described 
as enabling subscribers to upload photographs, 
to “like,” and to comment on the photographs 
of other subscribers  Research indicates that  
Instagram is especially popular amongst younger 
user groups and that nowadays, teenagers tend 
to prefer it over Facebook  (Dunbar, 2016) Mia, 
one of my interviewees from this particular age 
group, confirms this and reviews Facebook as 
“extremely uninteresting” and “basically dead ” 
Through the interviews I have conducted for 
this project I have also tried to determine why  
Instagram is so popular amongst younger users, 
who are often referred to as the Generations Y 

sources in traditional quantitative research—and 
I also seek to reply to those voices and engage 
in a creative dialogue  In order to achieve this, 
I have conducted numerous conversations with 
my peers as well as five detailed interviews or 
“open dialogues ” Such dialogues, according 
to Rose (in Gibson, Rose, and Fincher, 2015), 
should be understood as the “intersubjective 
exchanges of ideas, stories, empathy, imagery, 
and much more ” (p  127) Empowering these  
voices from the margins of the traditional  
research sphere presents for me an approach to 
make research itself more democratic and thus 
socially sustainable 

This enquiry results in the integration of  
illustration design, reflective illustration as a way 
of “thinking” with my hands, voices from current 
literature as well as the voices of my peers into 
a thesis project which I reflect upon by weaving 
in my own experiences with the matter  I have 
therefore named my project #selfie, but instead 
of offering but a brief glimpse into another  
person’s life, I want to invite the readers of this 
thesis to join me in the prolonged process of  
critically reflecting upon their own Instagram 
habits through the lens of my findings  

and Z—the latter also called the “digital natives” 
(e  g , Khamis, Ang, & Welling, 2017)—, and how 
they deal with effects like the ones I am experi-
encing myself  

One of the most noticeable side effects that  
Instagram has had on me turns out to be de-
creased mindfulness  This connects to a con-
stant longing for appreciation and attention that 
the app creates, as well as a visual information 
overload caused by my habit of extensively 
browsing the app  Mindfulness, as I see it, is a 
mental training technique that can help me to 
focus on the moment and what is right before 
me—instead of what I see on my smartphone 
screen  Because mindful living can lead to high-
er awareness of one’s own personal values, 
even if they are abstract concepts, research has  
repeatedly connected it to sustainability  (e g   
Ericson, Kjønstad, & Barstad, 2014, and Siqueira  
& Pitassi, 2016) Through the interviews and 
conversations conducted as part of my research, 
and also through reflective illustrating, this the-
sis presents my qualitative research approach 
to investigating the following questions: How do 
people aged 15–28 (myself included) use Insta-
gram, in what ways does the app influence their 
lives, and what are their reflections on possible 
side effects such as decreased mindfulness?

context
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When researching Instagram, one has to  
acknowledge that the social media platform 
consists of users from diverse social groups and 
from all over the globe  Manovich (2017) admits 
that ‘Instagram is used in hundreds of different 
ways by its hundreds of millions of users, so any 
single answer to the question “what is it” will  
be insufficient ’ (p  11) I therefore want to empha-
sise that I am by no means attempting to offer 
such an answer, because it is simply impossible  
Like others, this project can only give a glimpse 
into the sphere of Instagram  When one tries  to 
look at a part of it closely, the lens will enable 
a researcher to only look at one relatively small 
aspect at a time  In order to conduct meaning-
ful research I have chosen one particularly small 
aspect—my own experience—and have used it  
to initiate a process of autoethnographic  
enquiry or “reflexivity” (Adams, Jones, & Ellis,  
2015, p  2) and ensuing dialogue  Even if this  
project enabled me to look closely at the  
behaviours of only a small numbers of users,  
the insight I have gained is much more detailed 
and in itself valuable 

Apart from opening up a dialogue on Instagram 
and how it can affect people’s daily lives, this 
thesis project has enabled me not only to draw 
on research methodologies taken from differ-
ent academic disciplines, but also to incorporate 
the results of my research in a transdiscipli-
nary design project drawing on various creative  
techniques  

I have briefly touched upon my goal to democ-
ratise research by making the results of my pro-
ject accessible to wider audiences than those of  
“traditional, esoteric academic articles from 
journals that often sit on people’s shelves or 
are skimmed quickly online, their impact and 
potential to create change in people’s lives lost  
because of their lack of availability and acces-
sibility ” (Adams, Jones, & Ellis, 2015, p  41)  
Writing autoethnography is one way of doing  
this, but as a designer and illustrator I also  
believe in the power of stories that are being told 
through images  And as Instagram proves, imag-
es can also be the starting point for discussion 
and dialogue  Through my reflective illustrations, 
I am telling the story of my research in another  

cornerstones of the investigation

version which will be published in the form of 
a magazine, together with statements from my 
interviewees as well as a brief summary of this 
paper  This strategy enables me to reach out to 
potential readers who might recoil at the sight  
of a “traditional” academic paper  Especially 
younger individuals such as teenagers may find 
an illustrated graphic story more accessible   
Other authors/illustrators have followed a similar 
approach, for example Liv Strömquist (“Kunskap-
ens frukt”, 2014) and Reinhard Kleist (“Castro”,  
2010)  Furthermore, as a result of reading and 
engaging with the illustrated graphic story,  
readers’ awareness of Instagram’s possible side 
effects will be heightened and can guide them 
on their way to a more conscious and mindful 
usage themselves  

Apart from conducting an autoethnographic pro-
cess, I am still drawing on more widely acknowl-
edged academic research methods, for example 
by reviewing current literature from the different 
disciplines of IT, sociology, environmental stud-
ies, ecology, and the history of photography and 
design (see Chapters 02 and 03)  

Interestingly, the most renowned authors who 
have published texts about Instagram, social  
media usage and digitisation are generally very 
critical, often openly reprimanding people with 
differing opinions  In contrast, I intend to repre-
sent all voices in this text evenly, by juxtaposing 
the positions of technophobes and technophiles  
Moreover, I use the current literature to give a 
general understanding of Instagram, online so-
cial media and their connection to mindfulness, 
well-being and sustainability as seen from the 
researchers’ perspective  In Chapter 03, a pre-
liminary survey, conducted on Instagram itself, 
offers some initial insight into how users feel 
about the platform and about spending time  
on it  Apart from this, my project focuses on 
qualitative research in the form of interviews 
and conversations with other users  Those were 
held in the form of open dialogues to establish  
a two-way process resembling classical co- 
design processes 
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The global spread of digitisation has been vir-
tually unstoppable ever since the World Wide  
Web was opened to wider audiences in the  
early 1990s  While at first it was widely viewed 
as a facilitating service because it brought dif-
ferent ends of the world closer together, it has 
also turned the lives of people increasingly more 
complex  Technological changes have influenced 

both work and rec-
reational routines  
Thorpe (2007) de-
scribes a “world-
wide network that is 
always on, flooding 
us with more in-
formation than we 
can digest, creating 
higher expectations 
for how fast work 
can be done, and 

taking away any time for reflection,” (p  154) 
and concludes that this accelerated pace of liv-
ing “causes disconnection—from real places, 
from our internal thoughts, and from long-term  
considerations—and weakens cultural sustaina-
bility ” (p  154) 

One technological innovation that has led to 
greater intensification of such processes was 
the introduction of smartphones  A smartphone 
allows its owner to comfortably connect to 
the Internet around the clock, a development 

which has been widely received with positive  
responses  I personally value the possibility to 
check in with my friends’ activities or look at 
their social media posts whenever I want to,  
but I would also like to mention the criticism  
uttered by authors such as Crary (2013):

[…] the effectiveness of 24/7 lies in the in-
compatibility it lays bare, in the discrepancy 
between a human life-world and the evo-
cation of a switched-on universe for which 
no off-switch exists  Of course, no individu-
al can ever be shopping, gaming, working, 
blogging, downloading, or texting 24/7  
However, since no moment, place, or situ-
ation now exists in which one can not shop, 
consume, or exploit networked resources, 
there is a relentless incursion of the non-
time of 24/7 into every aspect of social or 
personal life  (p  30)

To me it seems as if my smartphone usage  
forces me to juggle the online and offline part 
of my life at the same time—two parts which re-
quire different, yet similar capabilities of me as a 
user, and which overlap at times  However, it is 
often unclear how much and where  I further as-
sume that this struggle derives from the fact that 
I am a late adopter of smartphones and maybe 
digital technologies in general  Even though I 
was introduced to them at a rather young age,  
I never made regular use of them before I started 

digital natives
and digital immigrants

A person who has grown
up in the digital age is 
called “digital native,” 
and someone who was 
introduced to digital
technologies only as 
an adult is a “digital 
immigrant ”
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my design career  Therefore, I am not a digital 
native, but I am not a member of a generation of 
“digital immigrants,” as I would like to call them, 
either  During one of my conversations, a friend 
stated that while we can always look back on 
our smartphone-free childhood days and argue 
that the world was a better place back then,  
individuals who grew up with those technologies 
might never experience these kinds of feelings   
From the perspective of authors such as Crary, 
on the other hand, one can relate to his looking 
at these developments with particular scepticism, 
and he might even be excused for not wanting to 
take on a different point of view when walking 
down memory lane 

When reviewing literature on the matter, it be-
comes obvious that most authors and schol-
ars who write about digitisation and the rise 
of smartphone technologies are digital immi-
grants, and as such mostly take a critical stance 
against them  At the same time, the digital  
natives I engaged with during conversations and 
interviews—some of them still teenagers—have 
much less inhibitions and act more confidently, 
especially when it comes to Instagram  I position 
myself somewhere in between those two stand-
points insofar as while I am aware of the benefits 
that Instagram and my smartphone can offer me, 
I also have to admit that my strategies of cop-
ing with and/or avoiding online stress (Bradley, 
2006) generally lack sophistication  Especially in 
situations when I don’t want to deal with my off-
line life, I find myself retreating to my comfort- 
able Instagram bubble  And I am not only re-
ferring to situations of stress and pressure, but 
also to situations when I’m simply bored or impa-
tient, for example while standing in a supermar-
ket queue or waiting for the bus  Julia, a young 
woman whom I interviewed about Instagram 
consumption from the viewpoint of sustainable 
living mentions that she has turned off her notifi-
cations and also sets a timer which restricts her 

daily social media use in general  What seems 
simple to her is almost unimaginable to accom-
plish for me  As I have noted earlier, the avail- 
ability of immense amounts of content whenever  
and wherever, combined with the increasingly  
fast pace of our society, can lead to Internet  
users’, or Instagram users’ especially, decreased 
ability of focussing on the present moment  
Moreover, the amount of content that our brains 
are flooded with, and flood themselves with, 
makes it hard for an individual to differentiate 
between those things that are important for 
them and those things that are not: Bradley 
(2006) describes how extensive consumption 
can lead to different stress phenomena such as 
‘information overload, […] demands for availa-
bility, lack of organizational filters, and difficulty  
of separating “noise” from essentials, changing 
level of expectations and an altered perception 
of time and space in general ’ (p  391)

While this may appear intimidating, based on my 
experience there are strategies that users can 
follow to tackle these stress phenomena  One of 
them is mindful living  As Ericson, Kjønstad, and 
Barstad (2014) define it:

Mindfulness is a mental training technique 
that promotes awareness and a more mind-
ful way of living  It has been subject to an 
increasing number of scientific studies, and 
we believe that the reported effects on indi-
viduals, such as increased well-being, value 
clarification, awareness, empathy, and com-
passion, could be helpful in supporting a 
transition toward sustainability  (p  74)

To sum it up it has to be stated that while digitisa-
tion is undeniably spreading and we increasingly 
have to deal with phenomena like, for example, 
information overload, we have the responsibility 
to explore ways of countering them  This devel-
opment should be facilitated by design 
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Instagram was introduced by its founders Kevin Systrom and Mike Krieger in 
2010 and released on the iOS App Store on July 16, 2010  Approximately two 
years later, on April 3, 2012 it became available for Android phones and was 
downloaded more than one million times already on the first day  (Blagdon, 2012) 
Instagram was sold to Facebook within the same year  Today, it is available on 
Android, Windows, and iOS phones and also via a desktop browser interface  
With its more than 800 million active users, it is one of the biggest online 
social media  Its popularity can be traced back to the fact that it is intended to be 
a platform for sharing snapshots  For most people, as Schroeder (2013) argues, 
“snapshots mean something because they preserve a memory, capture a moment, 
or depict a friend, family member or loved one,” (pa  22) so in this way, Instagram 
hits this nail—the need of connecting to friends and loved ones and their 
moments—right on the head  To me, it is on top of that a platform for inspiration 

and creative input that allows me to look at the works of designers, artists and 
illustrators from all over the world—all of that combined in one device, the constant 
companion of billions of people today (eMarketer, 2018): the smartphone 

Each smartphone holds the possibility for its user to create, distribute and 
consume images  To quote Manovich (2017), “[c]amera, photo paper, a darkroom, 
exhibition spaces such as galleries, and publication venues such as magazines 
exist together in one hand-held device ” (p  11) In this context, Instagram can 
function as all of the above, since it allows the user to control the phone camera, 
produce and process the photographs taken, as well as to edit, exhibit, archive 
and distribute them to a worldwide online network that is constantly expanding: 
On an average day, about 52 million new images are uploaded to Instagram  
(Statisticbrain, 2018) As mentioned above, and as Instagram’s co-founder w
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Interaction on Instagram happens between 
users who follow or send direct messages to 
each other through the app’s interface, as well 
as when users like or comment on other’s posts  
Moreover, it is common to “tag” another user in 

the comment sec-
tion of a post that is 
deemed interesting  
Interestingly, it is 
also possible to get 
insights into oth-
er users’ accounts 
without following 
them, if they haven’t 
set their account to 
“private ” This set-
ting allows users 

to sort the requests of potential followers and 
to admit only those the user feels comfortable 
sharing content with  It is possible to change this 
setting if one so desires  As for me, I have set 
my account to “public,” which allows everyone on 
Instagram to view my posts and has resulted in 
quite a diverse group of followers  Sometimes, 
other accounts start to follow me and then, 
after realising that I’m not following “back,” 
they “unfollow” me again  I write “other accounts” 

because it is sometimes impossible to deter-
mine who the person behind the account is, or 
even if it is an actual person at all  This can be 
annoying up to a level of frustration, but since 
I am not using my account to post personal 
content, I have so far not experienced any neg-
ative consequences  When talking about this 
phenomenon, my interviewee Mia concluded 
laconically: “I always find it super annoying, but 
that’s just the kind of spam you have to deal with 
on the Internet ”

As Bradley (2006) describes, the goals of In-
formation and Communication Technology (ICT) 
should include, amongst others, “[w]ellbeing and 
quality of life for all”, “[e]nrichment in the social 
contact between people”, and “[s]ustainability in 
a broad sense (the environment, economy, and 
human side) ” (p 392) Instagram, being a part of 
ICT, does not necessarily meet these standards  
In fact, previous research on Instagram suggests 
that often the opposite is the case, for example 
when it comes to the question of social contact 
and human interaction  Researchers claim that 
when Instagram users follow others, they are 
often especially interested in their lifestyle—
quite commonly represented by depictions of 

tagging someone

Linking someone’s 
username to a post that 
is deemed interesting, for 
example by commenting 
on the post  The tagged 
user receives a notification 
and can look at the post 
directly without having to 
search for it 
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Kevin Systrom (2013) puts it on his blog, it is a tool for “producing photos on  
the go, in the real world, in realtime,” which means that it is intended to be used 
as an all-in-one photo generator, with no other devices or applications being 
needed  Of course, while many “Instagrammers” use the application in this 
way, professional photographers, designers, companies, bloggers, and other 
enthusiasts have found their own means to work around these restrictions and 
use professional equipment and software to create their images, which are 
transferred to their accounts only after they have been finalised  (Manovich, 2017) 
My interviewee Lars, for example, uses the app mainly to post nature photography 
in a semi-professional context  He explains how he edits his images in Adobe 
Lightroom or even Adobe Photoshop and then exports them back to his phone, 
in order to obtain elaborately altered images that wouldn’t be possible with 
Instagram’s built-in image filters  But even though users with a rather professional 

appearance on Instagram, such as myself, don’t want to rely on these built-in 
filters, Manovich (2017) claims that they are indeed one of the most important 
factors of Instagram’s rise, “a very quick mechanism to take any photo and make it 
look visually interesting and appealing ” (p  40) He subsequently emphasises that 
Instagram is a platform “for aesthetic visual communication ” (p  41)

According to Manovich (2017), ‘the neologism “Instagram” itself cleverly combines 
names of earlier technological media of representation and communication: 
instant camera and telegram ’ (p  112) The name sums up what Systrom and 
Krieger had intended their app to become: A platform for snapshots out of the 
moment and direct user-to-user messaging  Apart from its image manipulation 
and distribution functions, Instagram is mainly used for its social network aspects  
Each user’s account consists of the own feed, where the content uploaded by 

current (online) trends and/or luxury  Pittman 
and Reich (2016) quote the sociologist David 
Riesman: “The more advanced the technology, 
on the whole, the more possible it is for a con-
siderable number of human beings to imagine  
being somebody else ” (p 155) This indicates 
that by wilfully exposing themselves to images of 
the lives of online personalities, Instagram users 
imagine themselves to be in their position 

Other researchers (e g  Chae, 2017) claim that 
many Instagram users follow accounts that  
display a lifestyle they deem desirable over their 
own—be it because the other person is wealth-
ier, more up-to-date when it comes to current 
trends, deemed to be more attractive/inspiring, 
or a combination of several or all of the above  
The question is whether extensive fantasising 
over such dream catalogues can, in the long 
term, disconnect Instagram users from their lived 
everyday reality  A normal life might easily seem 
boring, exchangeable or even depressing when 
compared to that of an “instafamous” person  
But does this really display the reality of how the 
people I met during the course of my project are 
affected by Instagram?

nothing to do with normal life anymore  And 
that’s what, a few years ago, the models on 
the [magazine] covers used to be  Now it’s 
the bloggers on Instagram  They’re enact-
ing something other than the everyday  And 
that’s what I think is going wrong, because 
the younger a girl is, the less she under-
stands what’s going on 

Sarah continues that she is not intending to be 
like those bloggers anymore, because in the last 
months she has increasingly realised that it’s not 
her “thing ” She had found herself trapped in a 
loop of pressure after each new upload: 

This photo has received 2,000 likes, so the 
next one has to go down at least as well   
I don’t want the people to think things like, 
oh, she’s actually not that pretty, or, oh, she’s 
in fact fatter than I thought  I mean, of course 
you have thoughts like these [as a blogger]  
[…] First of all, it has nothing to do with real 
life, and then there’s this pressure that you 
put on yourself, that’s what bugged me 

She also explains that she feels uncomfortable 
talking about her Instagram account when she 

I decided to turn this narrative around and to talk 
about these assumptions with someone who,  
according to popular definitions in youth dictio- 
naries such as UrbanDictionary, can be con- 
sidered “instafamous ” Sarah, a young woman  
in her mid-twenties, has an Instagram account 
with 103,000 followers  She claims that on  
Instagram,

content that people can identify themselves 
with, content from normal life, is not being 
valued at all any-
more  People run  
after bloggers 
carrying around 
Gucci bags that  
no normal school 
girl could ever 
afford, and they  
start to daydream  
instead of looking  
for someone they could actually identify  
themselves with  I think this is what’s be-
ing lost in this selfie world  […]  when you 
look at those bloggers who have millions  
of likes or followers—they are travelling  
around the globe, they are jetsetters—it has 

meets new people, out of fear for being judged 
when they discover the size of her follower com-
munity  She repeatedly states that “just because 
one has 100,000 followers it doesn’t mean that 
one’s special ”

I concluded this particular interview with mixed 
feelings of guilt and embarrassment, because I, 
too, had been making preliminary assumptions 
on Sarah’s character before I was able to talk 
to her, simply based on her Instagram account   
During the interview we discussed how these 
prejudices occur and reoccur even if one is 
trying to open a conscious debate about Insta-
gram and consume it more mindfully, as in my 
case, or if one has previously been subjected to 
such prejudice, as in her case  It feels unfair that  
people should judge Sarah for presenting herself 
in a certain way, “even though that’s what every-
one does on Instagram,” as she promptly remind-
ed me  And while being embarrassed that I for-
got this in the first place, it makes me wonder yet 
again how others perceive this  My interviewee 
Mia, who uses her Instagram account as a dia-
ry, states that she does follow certain celebrities 
such as, for example, Kim Kardashian, but has no 
particular interest in her or her life: An indicator 

instafamous

Instagrammers who have 
acquired celebrity status on 
Instagram and who have 
a wide follower base are 
referred to as “Instagram 
stars” or instafamous 
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the user is displayed, and the news feed, where the user can see, comment on, 
and “like” the images and videos that other accounts he or she is “following” 
have posted  To follow someone on Instagram means to subscribe to that user’s 
account and become the account’s “follower ” It doesn’t matter how much content 
one posts or even if one uploads anything at all—according to my interviewee 
Mia, it’s becoming increasingly common to generate an Instagram account and to 
then use it only for looking at the content of others  Mia, who uses her account as 
an online diary, even hints that it enables people to “stalk” other accounts, a risk 
that is connected to usage of social media in general and that each user should 
consider carefully when deciding what to upload 

Other functions of Instagram are the Explore and Search page and the “Stories” 
section, the latter of which was introduced by Mark Zuckerberg on August 2, 
2016  The Stories consist of images and short video clips that automatically 
disappear after 24 hours, unless the user who uploaded them decides to save 
them on the own account or to take them down  Today, the Stories function 
matches Systrom’s description of how Instagram is intended to work better 
than for example most content uploaded by users with a professional or semi-
professional background, since the Stories tend to be less heavily edited and 
more like snapshots of a specific moment 

that digital natives do indeed use Instagram more 
naturally or have a better understanding of its 
underlying mechanisms? My youngest intervie-
wee Tom, 15 years old and an active Instagram 
user since the age of 12—the official age limit 
to creating an Instagram account is 13—, brings 
in another interesting aspect: He explains that 
when he and his friends first started using the 
app, it was tempting because all the “cool peo-
ple we were following on YouTube at that time 
were on the platform  To us it felt as if we could 

be in direct contact 
with the person, be-
cause we were able 
to comment under-
neath their pictures ” 
Tom also states that 
Instagram, in gen-
eral, makes him 
“feel more connect-
ed with the world” 
and explains that 
through Instagram, 

he has also found many friends he would never 
have met otherwise  With this development, new 
mixed friendship forms evolve  Mia states: “I ac-
tually spend a lot of time with my friends while 
we each independently grind Instagram on our 
phones ” Teenagers sitting together, each brows-

ing their own phone, might bewilder parents on 
the one hand, but is on the other hand a new way 
of living a friendship that Instagram has brought 
in its wake 

Particularly when looking at Instagram from the 
perspective of my younger interviewees, it shows 
that for them it is mainly a tool for connecting 
with friends, be they offline or online contacts  
As Mia states, to her the platform means a gate 
into the world that allows her to glimpse into 
others’ lives  

This compares to how earlier generations, 
myself included in my early teenage years, used 
youth magazines or TV to keep themselves cur-
rent on what activities people of their interest 
were engaged in  Furthermore, in a study with 
432 undergraduates, Pittman (2015) found that 
“as students’ affinity for [   ] Instagram increased, 
their self-reported loneliness decreased  
Similarly, the more they both created and con-
sumed content within […] Instagram, the more 
reported loneliness decreased ” (p  67) 

Apparently, while parents or older generations in 
general might be especially sceptical about this 
aspect, the benefits of digital connectivity are 
what young users gain the most from 

Grinding (on 
Instagram)

To very “ambitiously” 
browse Instagram for 
new content, possibly 
in the company 
of friends, who 
simultaneously do the 
same thing 
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Another interesting aspect that I discussed 
with my interviewees and conversation partici-
pants was the way that we construct our Insta-
gram feeds in relation to the feelings we want 
to gain from using the platform  Researchers 
such as Pariser (2011) mainly criticise the algo-
rithms of structures based on big data, such as  
Google, which construct “filter bubbles” that  
enable users to see exactly the content the al-
gorithm presumes they would like or find rele-
vant  At the same time, those bubbles prevent  
them from seeing anything unexpected or un-
comfortable 

On Instagram, users pre-select what they want 
displayed on their feed by choosing which  
other accounts to follow  They construct their 

own “bubble” ac-
cording to their 
personal interests 
and preferences, by 
creating an assort-
ment of other Ins-
tagrammers whose 
content they find 

appealing  This assortment is then refined by  
Instagram’s built-in algorithms in a very non- 
transparent way that almost all of my partici-
pants find annoying or unintelligible  This was 
repeatedly stated as response to the question 

what they don’t like about Instagram  Mia even 
remarks that she feels “monitored,” a suspicion 
that I definitely share  Theoretically it looks like 
each user is able to consciously choose what or 
whom to see on Instagram, which includes the 
possibility for them to reflect upon their “bubble” 
creation and to actively change or expand it ac-
cording to their preferences  But this possibility 
is being diminished by the way Instagram itself 
is structured  Furthermore, as I have experienced 
myself, one can grow too lazy or too comforta-
ble in one’s own bubble to actively seek its ex-
pansion and to maybe make room for content  
related to complex or problematic issues such as 
environmental concerns and politics  And even  
if they try, the services provided might just  
be disappointing, as the following quote from 
Lars demonstrates:

Recently I also started to follow major news-
papers, to see what kind of news are up 
there, because I realised I’m on Instagram 
so often that I might as well use it to […] find 
out about what’s going on in the world  […]  
I don’t think it really works, because I feel 
like even [major news accounts] are posting 
a lot of posts to make them visually attrac-
tive, and attractive to a younger audience, 
rather than actually share what’s going on  
[…] Just a couple weeks ago there was this 

filter bubbles

In order to open up a dialogue about Instagram usage that goes beyond the 
reach of my personal network of friends and contacts, I decided to conduct a 
short survey on Instagram itself early on in the research process  Instagram 
Stories allows a user to pose simple questions with two answering possibilities  
However, the survey function has several restrictions in addition to the limited 
choice of answers  First, since most users flick through the stories rather quickly, 
it is necessary to formulate the question in a short and concise way, which doesn’t 
leave much room for detailed enquiry  For the same reason I also decided to limit 
the extent of the survey to just four questions, the fourth being subsequent to the 
third   Secondly, it is very hard to gather demographic data or other details on the 
people participating in the survey: The only insight on their background, such as 
age, gender, or social group can be taken from the user’s Instagram profile,  

but Instagram users don’t have to disclose any of this information  I have  
therefore only a vague understanding of the participants’ nationalities or social 
groups  While age group and gender are easier to determine with the help of 
the pictures that the participants post on their accounts, this is extremely time-
consuming as it has to be done by reviewing each user profile  However, since 
Instagram is after all a social network, it is possible to draw some conclusions 
about at least the part of the followers one is personally acquainted with 

I decided to conduct the survey with the help of a colleague who has a follower 
base of approximately 750 people, many of which are, according to said  
colleague, in the target age group of 15—28 with a considerable percentage 
being under 18 years old pr
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Instagrammer

A person who has an 
account on and uses 
Instagram 
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gestions for accounts they might like to follow, 
but also personalised advertisements that are 
inserted into their feeds and Instagram stories  

Furthermore, research into the tactics of 
“mind-jacking” brings even more alarming results: 
Apps like Instagram are deliberately designed 
in ways that interaction with the app triggers  
dopamine release, resulting in users becoming 
addicted to it  (Robinson, 2018) Creating an  
irresistible product brings profit to its creators,  
and that is technically nothing new  Robinson 
(2018) continues to elaborate on addiction:

But addiction is never positive, an addiction 
is never something we should strive toward  
Even an addiction to something seemingly 
healthy like jogging or apples is negative 
because your brain is restructured to NEED 
it, because if you ever find yourself in a situ-
ation that makes it difficult to obtain that ap-
ple, you will set aside your usual moral and 
ethical principles in order to obtain it  (pa  7)

Of course, I think to myself, I would never commit 
a crime just because someone took my phone 
away while I was trying to check my Instagram 
notifications  But I do know that I have checked 
those notifications while sitting at the dinner  
table with friends and family, and I do know that 
I have checked them first thing after I woke up, 
before even saying so much as “Good morning” 
to my partner  I have set aside those “moral and 
ethical principles” and it certainly does not feel 
good  Even though I conduct active research 
on Instagram, I have not managed to stem this 
kind of behaviour  In fact, it seems that the more 
I use Instagram, the harder it is to resist and 
to direct my attention elsewhere  Lee (2017) 
paints a very dark picture of our society’s future:  
“[H]uman attention is one of the only things that 

will still be valuable  There’s no way to increase 
the amount of attention per-capita  More and 
more of economy will revolve around collecting 
and controlling attention ” (pa  6)

So there are two main phenomena that go hand 
in hand with Instagram usage and negatively 
influence mindfulness: the constant need for 
appreciation that manifests itself as the desire 
to check one’s notifications and the amount 
of pre-sorted, pre-approved content that I am  
flooded with 

[…] Russian spy in Britain who got killed 
[…] and that was a major thing in the news   
And I tried to find an account that shared 
that or talked about that, and I didn’t find 
[one]  So there I was like, okay, I don’t know 
if the news I am getting from these ac-
counts are the stuff that’s actually going on 

While these tactics of news accounts on  
Instagram are disappointing, to say the least,  
it is not hard to see through them because one 
has the possibility to compare the news to those 
on other media formats  As far as I am concerned, 
the fact that no single user activity on Instagram 
goes unnoticed by its powerful algorithms is 
much scarier  As Pariser (2011) quotes Chris 
Palmer, currently a senior software engineer 
at Google: “You’re getting a free service, and 
the cost is information about you  And Google  
and Facebook translate that pretty directly into  
money ” (p  6) The very same thing is happening 
to Instagram’s users: Based on their preferences 
as well as their data they do not only receive sug-

The detailed results of the survey 
are displayed in figure 01 and 
02, with the first image depicting 
the replies of all participants and 
the second one depicting the 
replies of the participants who 
are under the age of 18  The last 
question, which was intended to 
be a follow-up question to the 
third, was interestingly answered 
by more people than expected, 
since 43 voted “yes” on the 
third question, but 53 chose to 
answer the fourth one  I found 
myself particularly interested in 
the responses of users who are 
younger than 18 years, which 
could be determined with the help 
of my colleague  The results show 
that most participants, irrespective 
of their age group, think that they 

spend too much time using Instagram 
(see figure 03), with the percentages of 
all users and users under 18 differing 
only slightly   
 
When it comes to the question of 
whether one would like to have more 
followers, only 45% of all users 
answered affirmatively, as opposed to 
55% in the age group of users under 18  
Less than half of the participants think 
that they are emotionally influenced by 
Instagram, and in the age group of users 
under 18, the percentage is lower   
While roughly three fourths of all 
participants who replied to the last 
question found that they were being 
influenced in a good way, only around 
two thirds of the participants under  
18 years were of this opinion  

01

02 03
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My research on Instagram and its side effects 
has shown that “Internet stress,” as Bradley 
(2006, p  391) calls it, is a real and common con-
dition that can be connected to extensive and 
unrestricted usage of Instagram  It can even go 
to such an extent that users busy themselves 
with online activities just to be occupied at all, 
to distract themselves from their own minds  
Several of my interviewees describe using the 
app in situations where they are idle, for exam-
ple on public transport, or waiting for something  
Mia talks about a friend who she describes as 
an “extreme smartphone junkie ” While admitting 
that she sometimes finds her friend’s behaviour 
annoying, she also claims that “somehow she 
needs it as compensation, when she’s had a bad 
day or when she’s stressed about school ” She 
also talks about her own usage of Instagram: 

I use it extremely much just to be busy  
I mean, better than doing nothing  Well, of 
course, free thinking is also great, but … it’s 
like when you open Netflix and you don’t 
have to do anything  You open the app, and 
then you just have to scroll and your brain 
is busy 

While Mia mainly views this as an advantage 
of Instagram, because it helps her to relax, 
Lars states: 

[…] the con’s [of Instagram] are really that 
often it just takes too much of your time and 
when you should be focussing on some-
thing else but that task is too hard, you go 
to Instagram just because it’s easy on the 
brain  […] It’s kind of like a drug  […] if you 
don’t think about how you use it or how 
often you use it, it can be very dangerous 
just because it makes you lose focus on 
what you’re actually supposed to do  […] 
In that sense, it’s very bad because it’s very 
time-consuming and very easy to, too easy 
to use, I think 

Ericson et al  (2014) give an example that 
matches daytime smartphone usage when they 
claim that nowadays we “have to deal with the 
increasing availability of competing activities that 
offer an easy escape from the ‘here and now’, 
often associated with multi-tasking: television, 
internet, cellphones, etc ” (p  77) According to 
Carrier, Rosen, Cheever, and Lim (2015), individ-
uals who were told to focus on using a computer 
and watching TV at the same time “switched 
between the media at an extreme rate of more 
than four switches per minute ” (p  65) Even 
though this scenario differs from handling a 
computer (and using it to get work done) at 
the same time as a smartphone, there are cer-
tain parallels that can and should be drawn  

mindfulness, responsibility and sustainability

The most interesting conclusion that I can draw from the survey is that while up 
to two thirds of the participants think that they are spending too much time on 
Instagram, only 41% respectively 32% feel that it influences them emotionally  
Somewhere there lies a conflict of interests, because if they think they use it too 
often, which aspect of the app makes them use it so much? I have then tried to 
investigate this issue more deeply through conversations and interviews  
This enabled me to devise questions that allowed me to explore how a user’s 
emotional state can be influenced by Instagram in more detail, since my question 
aims at small and spontaneous “peaks” of emotional responses, 
as one interviewee has called them, rather than “big crises ” 

The conversations with my colleagues, friends and peers throughout the course 
of my project proved to be one of the most valuable aspects of my research  
As Adams et al  (2015) describe it, autoethnographic research places a great deal 
of value on all its contributors  They are invited “to engage in the unfolding story 
of identities, experiences, and worlds, to creatively work through—together—what 
these experiences show, tell, and can mean ” (pp  34-35) To me, it seemed right to 
address and to keep coming back to a subject that repeatedly influenced the lives 
of the people who spoke to me  It was interesting to check up on how their usage 
of Instagram changed throughout the course of my project and whether  co
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When taking a step back and thinking about 
these statements, I realise that I have been in 
countless situations like this in the past—and 
other people might recognise themselves in 
these situations as well  Usually though, with the 
accelerated pace of events that demands high 
alertness at all times, it is hard to take this step 
and reflect on one’s own actions and behavioural 
patterns  Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) claim 
that in our society, it is evermore relevant to al-
ways be active, to never be without something 
to do, as opposed to stability, which has become 
undesirable   Ericson et al  (2014) elaborate on 
the notion of wants and needs in modern soci-
eties and state that while needs are ‘relatively 
inflexible […], wants are more adaptable, as they 
are shaped by the perception of what is consid-
ered important, “normal” or valuable in a culture ’ 
(p  74) When comparing these statements with 
the quotes from above, it seems that the want for 
stability which I have when I feel overwhelmed  
by all the tasks and tools that demand my  
attention is actively being replaced by the want 
for constant action  

Contrasting the above is the call for more 
mindfulness and a usage of apps such as  
Instagram connected with an awareness of 
one’s own actions and consumption, a topic that 
I’ve discussed with my interviewees and conver-

relating to all experience—positive, negative and 
neutral—such that […] our sense of well-being 
increases ” (p  24) But when I started to further 
explore the topic and its possible connection to 
sustainability, I realised that I had already been 
trying to live mindfully for years, precisely as a 
means of countering processes such as hours-
long browsing as procrastination—a thing I sus-
pect is quite well-known to other profession-
al creatives who find themselves waiting for  
inspiration 

Mindfulness is even more interesting from  
the perspective of sustainable design, since  
according to Ericson et al  (2014) it “can  
increase awareness and enable individuals to  
focus and continually refocus on their needs and 
well-being, which could give rise to new per-
spectives on how we can develop as individuals 
and societies ” (p  74) They further state that its  
“reported effects on individuals, such as increased 
well-being, value clarification, awareness, empa-
thy, and compassion, could be helpful in support-
ing a transition towards sustainability ” (p  74)  
In my experience, mindfulness can also support 
the transition towards a more sustainable usage 
of Instagram and smartphones in general  With 
that in mind, the participants of my project and 
I have been reflecting upon our consumption of 
the app during the interviews and conversations   

sation partners at length  Stability, from my point 
of view, should not be considered inaction, but a 
state that allows the world to persist in a sustain-
able way  Sustainability means the endurance 
of a system, process, or society, and for that to 
be possible, these systems, processes, or so-
cieties need stability  Thorpe (2005) describes 
sustainable development as “[d]evelopment that 
cultivates environmental and social conditions 
that will support human well-being indefinitely,” 
(p 7) which means, in a stable way  What are the 
consequences for sustainable living in a world 
where shifting one’s attention in and out of  
different media, in and out of the moment,  
and being constantly on the move, is what has  
become predominant? In a world where people 
keep their minds busy all the time it becomes dif-
ficult to keep track of one’s long term goals and  
abstract values, one of which can be sustainable 
living  I have experienced myself how easy it is 
to grow too complacent to take a step back and 
evaluate my actions as well as my ambitions 

But, as research on mindfulness is showing,  
it is possible to train and regain this capability   
At first, I was sceptical about the concept of 
mindfulness—it sounded esoteric to me, to be 
honest  According to Germer (2004), “[m]indful-
ness is a skill that allows us to be less reactive to 
what is happening in the moment  It is a way of 

Mia elaborates on the relation between Insta-
gram and mindfulness:

One should now, always, live in the moment, 
actually  And saying this actually contra-
dicts using Instagram, because you use it to  
distract yourself and you don’t realise what’s 
happening around you anymore  […] One 
should always be mindful and in the pres-
ent  Definitely  […] And this is difficult, and 
you have to practise it […] 

According to Lars, mindfulness can very well 
happen on Instagram as well:

On one hand it’s very important to be aware 
of your surroundings, what’s happening 
around you, and of yourself  In real life  
that is, so, offline life  On the other hand,  
especially when you are talking with some-
one online, and it’s a very good […] conver-
sation, then […] I shift to living that moment 

I can relate to both of these statements very well  
One one hand, they show the ambivalence of  
attributing value to a service such as Instagram, 
and to the time spent and the friends made 
there  On the other hand, the difficulty arises 
when it comes to realising at which point one 
is no longer using it consciously and in a self- 

our conversations affected their usage, but at the same time, how our 
conversations affected me, too  Using those conversations as a method, I started 
to distinguish between spontaneous and guided conversations, with the latter 
often being the preparation or follow-up of an interview  As they had great 
influence on the design and therefore the outcome of the interviews I conducted,  
I value these conversations as a co-design strategy where I widely drew on insight 
I gained from, and in collaboration with, my peers 

When conducting the interviews, it was most important to me to meet my 
participants on an equal, respectful level, so they would feel comfortable and by no 
means think that I was merely using them to collect data  The measures I took to 
ensure this were, amongst others, to let them choose place, date, and time frame 
of the interview, and to also give them the possibility to ask me questions and to 
interrupt the session whenever they felt like it was needed  In this way, I designed 
the interviews more as a dialogue where either participant could lead or follow, 
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regulated way  Here I would like to include a 
quote from Sarah, who brings up another very 
interesting issue:

I sometimes realise that when I experience 
something beautiful, like, when I’m out and 
about and there’s a sunset, or when I’m at 
a concert […], then the first thing I do is I 
take out my phone to capture the moment, 
to share it with other people  And that’s 
when I sometimes think, […] why don’t you 
allow yourself to enjoy that moment just for 
yourself? Why don’t you leave your phone 
in your pocket […]? […] without thinking, 
could someone else be interested in this 
right now, or could I get a reaction to this 
online  […] just enjoy the sunset without try-
ing to take a good picture of it 

This reflection is very interesting because it 
shows how torn one can feel while trying to  
balance different moments, different audiences, 
different parts of life, which creates feelings of 
confusion and stress  Ericson et al  (2014) elab-
orate on how living under stressful conditions 
increases difficulties when it comes to taking 
“into account societal concerns such as climate 

power to curate the content that shows in 
their own feed, it is possible that users with 
more mindfulness and a better overview of our  
society’s situation might construct their feeds 
differently  Analogously, researchers Siqueira 
and Pitassi (2016) claim that “mindfulness may 
in fact make us more ethical ” (p  1185)

In the end, two questions remain: How much 
of a difference can mindfulness actually make,  
and how can this difference be measured or 
evaluated? Siqueira and Pitassi (2016) conclude 
their paper quite prosaically, yet aptly:

We acknowledge that mindfulness can-
not be promoted as a magical intervention  
Reducing general consumption, improving 
social inclusion and promoting the econom-
ic development of the poor regions of the 
planet will not merely depend on a change 
in the cognition, attitudes and behavior of 
individuals in organizations  Sustainable 

change, loss of biodiversity, poverty, inequality, 
or racism” (p  75)—the more time I spend with 
managing my own life and allocating my atten-
tion, the more I tend to block out such topics  
Furthermore, all of these topics are dramati- 
cally under-represented on Instagram, as the 
earlier example of the news accounts has 
shown  Likes are Instagram’s most powerful  
currency, and most people will agree when I say 
that cute puppy snapshots are more likeable  
than documentary photography from an over-
flowing refugee camp  

Andersson and Öhman (2017), on the other 
hand, were able to prove that “[y]oung people’s 
conversations and meaning-making about po-
litical and moral issues increasingly take place  
in the various forms of social media” (p  465)  
and claim that it is “reasonable to believe that  
environmental and sustainability issues deal-
ing with political and moral concerns are also 
discussed and learned about in social media ”  
(p  465) They do admit, though, that these  
circumstances are still under-researched  A way 
of enhancing these “conversations and mean-
ing-making” could be connected back to mind-
fulness: Since each Instagram user has the  

economic development depends on political 
decisions that are highly reliant on socio-
technical elements that privilege the values, 
beliefs and credos that take into account 
human societies and their relationship with 
the environment  (p  1188)

As much as I agree with this final statement,  
I should note that for me, mindfulness has had 
a significant effect on my ability to self-reflect 
and critically evaluate complex contexts from  
a broader point of view  It also needs to be  
pointed out that mindfulness is not a one-time 
thing, but a condition that I continuously tune in 
or out of,  and practise to bring myself back into  
Since the user group I am studying and perform-
ing research with are hopefully going to make 
political decisions in the future, it is in my opinion  
as crucial as it is beneficial to engage them  
in taking up a self-reflective stance and to estab- 
lish a fruitful dialogue on active consideration  
of their user habits 

and where those roles could shift constantly  As Rose (in Gibson, Rose,  
& Fincher, 2015) emphasises, “[i]n open dialogue one holds one’s self available 
to be surprised, to be challenged, and to be changed ” (p  130) She furthermore 
claims that such “openness is unlimited, since one always wants to try to 
understand others, and to listen with an open mind ” (p  130) It is this open  
and flexible position that I strived to acquire throughout all my interviews  

The five interview participants were chosen according to their age, which had to 
fit into the required age group of 15–28 years, and according to their usage of 
Instagram  I either evaluated their accounts, or had known them before through 
previous conversations, and followed the impression that they had something to 
contribute to my project  

I structured each interview into three blocks of questions, but asked the questions 
within each block in a flexible order, or let the interviewee speak freely and thus 
determine the order of questions with minimal guidance from my side   
Each interview began with several short and basic questions about the 
interviewee’s Instagram account  This helped both of us to get used to the 
situation and to feel more comfortable  The second block of questions was 
aimed at determining how the participants used her or his Instagram account  
The last block consisted of more detailed questions about the interviewee’s 
personal relation to and feelings towards the app  I concluded each session with 
encouraging the participant to add anything she or he deemed necessary to say  
or to add whatever I might have forgotten to ask 
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04_autoethnography from  
a designer’s point of view

Reflexivity is a mode of writing distinctive of  
autoethnography  Adams et al  (2015) describe 
it as “deep and careful self-reflection” (p  3) and 
as “turning back on our experiences, identi-
ties, and relationships in order to consider how 
they influence our present work ” (p  29) In that 
sense, I am not only evaluating the influence of 
experiences on my written work or my research 
work, but also on the design work and the reflec-
tive illustrations I have created in the course of  
this project  Autoethnography as a method of 
qualitative research acknowledges the position 
of the researcher and its relation to and influ-
ence on the subject of research  According to 
Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2011), it “treats  
research as a political, socially-just and socially- 
conscious act ” (p  273, according to Adams and 

Holman Jones, 2008) And Douglas and Carless 
(2013) focus on “one of the unique opportu-
nities that autoethnography provides: to learn 
about the general—the social, cultural and po-
litical—through an exploration of the personal ”  
(pp  84-85)

Autoethnography has helped me greatly to first 
understand my own position within the frame-
work of my project and subsequently, from this 
vantage point, to approach other individuals 
whose voices—while relevant to this context— 
might not have been considered valuable input 
in a more “conventional” investigation  Therefore, 
this project means a lot to me, since it represents 
one more step on my way of transitioning from 
conventional design to design for change  
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describe their own conduct  Whenever I had an 
idle moment, even if I was just waiting for my 
partner to tie his shoelaces, I opened the app and 
checked my start page for new content  It didn’t 
actually matter if there was something there,  
I still re-opened Instagram at the next possible 
opportunity to check again  The occurrences of 
such situations tripled on days when I dared to 
post something myself: The thought of check-
ing for new notifications—new likes!—was con-
stantly in the back of my mind  Obviously I had 
trouble focusing on my work on such a day, even 
if I was working on something really exciting   
Being distracted by Instagram was so compel-
ling, and often in a positive way, that it took a 
long time to acknowledge how much it had al-
ready affected me  

After realising the extent to which Instagram had 
subconsciously altered my behaviour, I began to 
consciously alter my way of drawing and looking 
at others  When sketching, I no longer tried to 
seek out that one person without a phone in my 
surroundings, which I used to do because I felt it 
would make for a better picture  Instead, I start-
ed to sketch people with their phones in hand,  
and realised that I now had many more subjects 
to choose from, as well as subjects who were 
totally unaware of how awkward and uncom-
fortable some of their poses looked  Sometimes,  
to catch especially quick and transitioning poses, 
I took a snapshot with my phone to record the 

The design process underlying this project  
begins with the creation of my own Instagram 
account  It is not wrong to say that I started this 
account out of peer pressure, or, to say it in 
the words of a true digital native, out of FoMO,  
the “Fear of Missing Out ” It was the beginning  
of May 2017, and I had for months been noticing, 
albeit from the outside, that more and more of 
my colleagues and friends took on to Instagram 
to share whatever pictures they deemed worthy 
of sharing  To me, at that time, the app seemed 
like a big playground for hipsters to connect with 
other hipsters, and, quite cynically, I assumed 
that most other users were at least aspiring hip-
sters searching for inspiration and recognition   
Aware of the fact that many of my designer col-
leagues used the platform to display their work, 
I decided that it might serve as a low-effort 

portfolio substitute, 
definitely less trou-
blesome to manage 
than to create a 
dedicated webpage  
I created my first  
account and was, 
quite frankly, taken 
aback by the sud-
denness with which 
the network had 

me under its spell: Before I knew it, I was one 
of those inspiration- and recognition-seekers   
And that was just the beginning 

moment for when I had more time  Then, while 
reworking those images and the earlier sketches 
into more elaborate drawings, I kept pondering 
on what the people in my images had been doing 
on their phones, if they were on Instagram, and 
if it affected their life in a way similar to what 
I was experiencing  This thinking then greatly  
influenced the content of my writing, the dia-
logues I had with my peers, and was woven into 
the interviews with other users 

My interest in other people’s stories about Insta-
gram continued to grow bigger and bigger  It was 
a frequent topic in my class’s studio, and became 
even more popular after it had become clear 
that I would focus my thesis project on the app 
and its side effects  I started to wonder whether  
Instagram’s impact on my life would be differ-
ent if I weren’t a designer, who I consider more 
vulnerable than a person who uses Instagram 
“just for fun ” This is because to me, each “like” 
and each follower was a means to evaluate how 
much my work, a very important part of my life, 
was being valued by others  It amazed me how 
naturally younger Instagrammers in my environ-
ment seemed to use the application, and I asked 
myself what it meant to be a few years younger 
and on Instagram, or on the other hand, older 

While conducting initial research for my thesis 
project, I realised that focussing on Instagram 
partly meant sabotaging myself, because it  

Being sucked into Instagram’s world was easy  
Many of my friends and designer colleagues 
were there, along with countless other design-
ers and illustrators to explore and follow  Just by 
providing some basic information about myself 
and offering some 
of my own drawings 
to the public, I had 
gained entrance 
to an immense li-
brary of inspiration  
In the first days,  
I spent hours scroll-
ing through pictures 
with the hashtag 
#illustration to find 
content that excited me  The most compelling 
part was that for this, I didn’t even have to turn 
on my computer  I didn’t even have to leave the 
couch  At first slowly and reluctantly, I started 
building a network of my own, and got in touch 
with designers and illustrators from as far away 
as the other side of the world, in a friendly and 
hazard-free environment and still without having 
to leave the couch 

I wouldn’t normally consider myself a “couch 
potato,” so after a while I started noticing that 
Instagram had begun to affect my behaviour:  
I wanted to have my phone with me at all times,  
in the supermarket, on the bus, in the bathroom—
precisely as the participants of my interviews  

growing into Instagram, growing out of it

Hashtag

A word or slogan  
marked with the sign #  
that functions as a link  
and can be used to  
search for specific  
themes or buzzwords 
 in online social media 

FoMO

Fear of Missing Out 
is the constant worry 
that a friend could be 
experiencing something 
more exciting than 
oneself and can lead 
to stress 



40 41

#selfie 05_discussion

When evaluating the results of my research,  
it becomes clear that there is a wide range of 
influences that Instagram can have on its users  
While all the different people I’ve spoken to over 
the course of this project recognise themselves 
in some of the situations that I have experienced, 
they all use the app in slightly different ways, 
which in turn results in different consequences  
The expectations one has of Instagram seem to 
determine the different effects it can have on a 
subscriber: Someone who uses it for fun and to 
connect with friends doesn’t necessarily expe-
rience the pressure to deliver content in order 
to gain appreciation  The interviews have also 
shown that side effects like information overload 
seem to be handled better by younger intervie- 
wees like Mia, who claim that they just put their 
phones aside or turn them off:

I notice when I use Instagram more than 
I want to, and sometimes I can really just 
put my phone away  I think the amount of 
time that I spend on Instagram is very much 
related to my own well-being  You usually 
work on yourself and plan to do stuff, to live 

became extremely hard to distinguish when I 
was actually doing research and when I was 
just browsing the app to distract myself from my  
actual tasks  For me, Instagram did not only blur 
the borders of real and online life, but also the 
borders of procrastination  Besides, the amount 
of time I spent looking at my phone increased 
exponentially, which led to “secondary side  
effects” such as headaches, troubles falling 
asleep, but also a negative atmosphere at home 
due to my new habits  When I tried to look at  
this from my partner’s perspective, I felt guilty: 
Just a few months ago I had complained about 
him using his own phone too often, and now I 
was much worse? I turned these feelings of 
guilt and embarrassment into stories about the 
moments that had created them, and started to 
draw comic strips which were at the same time 
humoristic and scary, at least to me  The style 
of these comic strips is simple, black and white, 
and sketchy  They derived from small, everyday 
moments, like spontaneous snapshots, unfil-
tered  What’s most rewarding about them is that 
each viewer or reader has an immediate reaction 
or response to them and tells me if or how they 
can relate to the situation being depicted in the 
comic strip  In that way they have proven a very 
valuable starting point for dialogue, even more 
so than the portraits of people with their smart-

healthier and to do more sports and so on, 
but sometimes you just don’t give a fuck,  
so to say, because you experienced some-
thing that was shit and you just want to  
relax and do something easy, and then I  
really don’t care 

Mia’s statement contradicts my own feelings 
towards the app to a wide extent  A feeling of 
being monitored by unfathomable algorithms  
always prevails, as does the pressure of compe-
tition  And I would also like to acknowledge that 
some of the symptoms that I’ve been experienc-
ing, such as headaches or the inability to sleep, 
may in fact not be connected to extensive Insta-
gram usage, but extensive smartphone usage in 
general  (Scott, Valley, & Simecka, 2017)

One factor that all the participants agree on is, 
though, that being mindful and using Instagram 
often contradict each other  Being a mindful  
Instagrammer requires a lot of effort, but with the 
right tools, such as self-reflection and openness 
for discussion, it can be achieved  Regular inter-
vals of taking a step back and evaluating one-

phones in hand, which are much more contem-
plative and take a longer time for people to read 
meaning into them  These portraits, on the other 
hand, leave more space for individual interpreta-
tion and a wider range of stories to unfold 

I also shared some of my more detailed pic-
tures on my Instagram account, but engaging 
followers to an extent that exceeded a like or a  
comment proved difficult in the beginning:  
Starting conversations face to face seems to 
be easier for me, at least up until now  This is 
also why I decided to publish my drawings and 
my research findings in the form of an illustrated 
graphic story, which can be held, read together,  
and put to the side to be discussed about   
This illustrated graphic story, however, is a work 
in progress, and I am looking forward to add-
ing to it as more dialogues, conversations, and  
opportunities for drawings emerge  I have to 
state that researching Instagram has had an 
even bigger effect on me than just using it  It has 
been frustrating at times to read about mindful-
ness strategies and to subsequently acknowl-
edge that one’s own mindfulness is further away 
than ever  As the work on the thesis project  
is nearing its end, I am admittedly wondering  
how and if I will even be using Instagram any-
more in the future 

05_discussion
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self, one’s behaviours, thoughts, and feelings is 
necessary in order to detect unwanted 
behavioural patterns, similar to the situation that 
I found myself in when I discovered that I had 
been judging another person by her Instagram 
account  For me, it has been an important step 
to continuously draw and write about my experi-
ences and thoughts in order to gain this distance 
that enables me to self-reflect  Several of this 
project’s participants have stated that they found 
it helpful to talk about their Instagram usage in 
order to learn about themselves, and that it was 

06_closing remarks

With my smartphone almost always in my pock-
et, it is easy to overuse Instagram because of its 
addictive tendencies  My research has shown 
that many of my peers have made similar ex-
periences, yet they evaluate them differently: 
While on one hand, Instagram can be distract-
ing because it leads to users checking for new 
content or notifications all the time, on the 
other hand the new content or notifications 
about messages from friends can evoke positive 
emotions  Some users even appreciate Insta-
gram especially for its distracting factor, because 
it helps them to relax  

In general it can be stated that the participants 
appreciated the possibility to talk about and 
share their experiences  For me, the project 
results in a more conscious usage of the app  
While I’ve become less critical of the social 
aspects of  Instagram, my scepticism towards its 
underlying mechanisms such as the monitoring 
by algorithms has increased  

This project has enabled me to conduct research 
on an eye-to-eye-level with all my participants 
and to explore various research techniques, 
such as drawing and self-reflective writing  
I will continue the project by working on the mag-
azine that collects users’ experiences in illustrat-
ed form and am looking forward to engaging 
more participants in critical discussion on and 
evaluation of their mindful Instagram usage in 
the future 

an important and interesting topic that they felt 
was lacking consideration in their social environ-
ment  

It is hard to link a lack of mindfulness directly 
to possible consequences on sustainability  
What can be stated, though, is that a conscious 
and mindful usage of Instagram is in itself 
sustainable, because it helps people to evaluate 
their own actions and to detect when they are 
not acting according to their ethical and moral 
principles anymore 
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author’s notes

01_The names of all interview participants were 
changed in order to grant anonymity 

02_The excerpts from some of the interviews 
were translated from German by the author 
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Since writing a Master thesis often involves a lot of 
time being spent sitting in front of the computer,  
I enjoyed being able to also work on the artwork  
aspects of my project right from the starting point. 
During the last four months, the recurring reminder 
to eventually bring my project into an exhibition for-
mat of some sort helped me to clarify my intentions 
with the design outcome. At the same time, it ena-
bled me to refine my visual language and challenged 
me to question the decisions I had made instinctive-
ly. It was a big benefit to know that the audience at 
Konsthall would at least partly overlap with the audi-
ence I intended to write my thesis for, so I was able 
to ask “How can I best address those spectators?” 
right from the beginning.

Nevertheless, there was a lot of thought that went 
into the process of transforming my thesis into an 
exhibition piece, and this thought process started 
already in January. The advantage of my project is, 
in my opinion, that it was very much based on visual 
material from the very beginning, and thus naturally 
turned into an exhibition piece over time. 

A lot of work went into the “fine-tuning” of the pro-
ject and the question of how to tailor it to the exhi-
bition, the circumstances of which had only become 
clear after I had completed the thesis project and the 
exhibition module had started. Luckily I found that 
the modular structure of the exhibition and the gen-
eral theme of my thesis, self-empowerment and re-
specting everybody’s experiences and needs, went 
very well together. My project’s main criteria are ac-
cessibility, even for readers outside of the academic 
sphere, contemplation, inner peace, which enables 
people to open up for issues of sustainability, and 
addressing a complex issue by acknowledging dif-
ferent perspectives. 

My exhibition piece reflects these criteria in its 
own ways. I deliberately chose to position it in the 
middle of the room, to make it accessible from all 
sides without any walls that block viewers out.  
The lightweight structure of the hanging pieces en-
hances this, because the different elements can turn  
freely, which also means that the appearance of the  

appendix: exhibition stories
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exhibit changes under the influence of its audience: 
When people walk by, touch it, or blow on it, it starts 
to change its shape. The accessibility of the exhibit 
also allows visitors to take up different perspectives 
by looking at the hanging pieces and then reading 
the different statements on the backs of the cards. 

Mindfulness and sustainability are of course com-
plex concepts that are hard to convey to an exhi-
bition visitor within the limited amount of time that 
is being spent on each exhibit – one of the biggest 
challenges of a group show. This is the reason why 
I chose to offer visitors a space to slow down for a 
moment, take in the movement of the hanging piec-
es, and maybe contemplate what they’ve seen so 
far by sitting down beneath the exhibit. There is the 
possibility to take a closer look at the #selfie mag-
azine which contains more images, comics, and de-
tailed information. This standpoint also offers a good 
overview over the surrounding projects and enables 
visitors to reflect upon the relation between them. 
Throughout my research process, I have discovered 
that mindfulness and self-awareness often are the 
first steps on the way to a more sustainable life, and 
my exhibit shows my intent to help and guide people 
on this way, but to also let them make their own dis-
coveries in their own time. In my experience, self-re-
flected and -motivated change is usually the most 
sustainable. 
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In addition to the installation at Konsthall, I also put 
up posters with my illustrations in Växjö’s city centre. 
They  broaden the audience of my exhibit in a very 
spontaneous way, albeit it isn’t possible to measure 
the impact of the poster action. Ideally, these posters 
in town raise questions and make people take a liter-
al step back. They can also change people’s percep-
tion and awareness of their own surroundings, which 
is an important goal of my whole thesis project. 

To put my project in the context of the graduates’ 
group show, I must acknowledge that it is not as 
self-explanatory as some of the other projects are. 
This is why I decided to help and guide the specta-
tors by providing the floor text which says “Instagram 
Stories”, and also the magazine can clarify the pro-
ject’s purpose. In my opinion, it shows a difference 
between Master and Bachelor projects in a way that 
the Master studies are strongly based on research 
and mostly address very abstract concepts that oth-
er people might not be familiar with, thus resulting 
in projects that are not completely clear right away.  
But there, my research goal of making the project 
outcome more accessible comes into play. Besides 
that, my project is a very personal one and contains 
the stories of many individuals, which I believe makes 
it very exciting to look at and truly invites spectators 
to dive deeply into those stories. Even right at the 

opening, several visitors addressed me directly and 
shared their own Instagram stories with me.

Since I worked with finding accessible research 
methods throughout my thesis, I also decided to 
offer a workshop on drawing as reflective practice, 
a method that helped me greatly while I worked on 
my project. It was interesting to see the very dif-
ferent takes on reflective drawing: While some of 
the participants chose to visualise stories that had 
happened to them, others went into a deep thought 
process while creating abstract illustrations. Even 
though those were incomprehensible to an outsider, 
they were proof that deep reflection was happening. 
This helped me to once again acknowledge that we 
all are different, we all think differently, but we can 
still work together on a common goal.
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workshop pictures (used by permission of the participants)
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more pictures
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