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Abstract

In the age of digital connectivity, Instagram has evolved into a dynamic social media platform, seamlessly
blending visual content with interpersonal interactions. The research recognizes the far-reaching impact of
Instagram across diverse domains such as education, health, business and e-commerce, entertainment and
media, non-profit endeavors, and social causes, and the role of the platform as a visual-centric space for
crafting and sharing realities. However, the phenomenon of "Filtering Reality" through Instagram's curation
tools prompted a systematic exploration to address a gap specifically focusing on the impact of patterns of
Instagram’'s use on psychosocial well-being among undergraduate students at Bomet University College. The
research questions were addressed through a systematic review of relevant literature, including how frequency,
duration, and types of content engagement in specific patterns of Instagram use impact student’s psycho-social
well-being. The paper addressed ways the curated online personas resulting from distinct patterns of Instagram
use contribute to the formation or alteration of self-perception, social relationships, and emotional well-being.
To provide a conceptual lens the study employed the Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) concerned with
what individuals derive from using a medium and how they use it. The methodology adhered to the Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) where a systematic search of Web of
Science and Scopus identified 356 records, from which 85 manuscripts were selected after screening titles and
abstracts, focusing on the relationship between Instagram use and mental health indicators. Snowballing was
then conducted, yielding 20 additional articles, resulting in a total of 77 manuscripts included in the review,
examining the association between Instagram usage patterns and mental health, as well as key psychosocial
variables contributing to this association. The study holds significance for both academic and practical
domains, offering insights that can inform interventions, policies, and educational strategies to promote a
healthier online environment for students. Acknowledging the scope and limitations inherent in any research
endeavor, the paper concludes by highlighting avenues for future research; exploration of positive effects, and
cultural variations in Instagram use particularly focusing on the undergraduate demographic.
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Introduction

Concept of Psychosocial Well-being

Psychosocial well-being considers both psychological and social dimensions, collectively
shaping an individual's mental, social, and emotional state (Keyes, 2002; Ryff, 1989). It
extends beyond the mere absence of mental illness, embracing positive elements like life
satisfaction, positive emotions, and a sense of purpose (Diener, 1984; Ryan & Deci, 2001).
The research delves into an exploration of how specific patterns of Instagram usage may
influence the psychosocial well-being of undergraduate students at the university. This
understanding becomes particularly vital in the digital age, where social media platforms
significantly influence social interactions and mental health outcomes (Primack et al., 2017;
Twenge & Campbell, 2018).

Evolution of Instagram in the Digital Era

In the contemporary age of digital connectivity, social media platforms have revolutionized
global communication, transforming the way individuals interact and engage with the world
across various aspects of life (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Nouri et al., 2022). Projections
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indicate approximately 4.41 billion individuals worldwide will be using social media by 2025
(Statista, 2021). Social media has played a transformative role in shaping daily routines,
influencing how friendships are formed, communicating, availing and offering services,
promoting products, accessing and sharing news, and participating in political endeavors
(Greenwood and Gopal, 2015; Kapoor et al., 2018; Rejeb, A., Rejeb, K., Abdollahi, A., &
Treiblmaier, H. 2022).

Among these social media platforms, Instagram, launched in 2010, has emerged as a
prominent player. Functioning as a photo and video-sharing platform, Instagram has rapidly
gained popularity, boasting an impressive one billion monthly active users who spend an
average of 30 minutes per day on the platform (Zara, 2021; Statista, 2021; Anderson and
Jiang, 2018) and 500 million daily active users (Dean, 2021; Hu, Y., Manikonda, L., &
Kambhampati, S., 2014). Instagram’'s unique appeal lies in its focus on visual content,
primarily images and videos, complemented by textual captions. Users can interact with
shared content through actions such as liking, sharing, or commenting, fostering a dynamic
and interactive community (Turner & Lefevre, 2017). This platform has transcended
traditional communication to offer users an experience, that encompasses both personal
expression and engagement with a global audience.

Academics explore a diverse range of perspectives regarding the utilization of Instagram,
delving into fields such as business, management, and marketing, as well as its application
across various industries like tourism and food (Apiraksattayakul et al., 2017; Phua et al.,
2020; Yilmazdogan et al., 2021). Another area of investigation involves examining the
psychological dimensions of Instagram users, encompassing aspects such as loneliness,
happiness, anxiety, communication, and various personality traits (Mackson et al., 2019;
Ponnusamy et al., 2020). Furthermore, scholars have directed their attention to the social and
health-related issues affecting Instagram users, such as social comparison, addictions, and
suicidal ideation (Barron et al., 2021). The transformative impact of Instagram on healthcare
is a subject of study, exploring how the platform facilitates changes in this sector (Boulos et
al., 2016; Wong et al., 2019; Yakar et al., 2020). Research has delved into security and
privacy concerns arising from Instagram use, with ongoing investigations examining these
aspects (Choi and Sung, 2018; Han et al., 2018; Soumelidou and Tsohou, 2019). As
Instagram continues to shape the digital landscape, understanding its dynamics becomes
crucial. This introduction sets the stage for exploration into how specific patterns of
Instagram use may impact the psychosocial well-being of undergraduate students.

Instagram Usage Patterns: Unravelling Dynamics

Based on findings from the Pew Research Center (2019), the research underscores the
increased attractiveness of social media platforms among adolescents and young adults in the
United States of America. Notably, Instagram and Snapchat exhibit particularly high usage
rates, with 67% and 62% of individuals aged 18 to 29 engaging with these platforms,
respectively. Moreover, the investigation revealed that a substantial proportion of Instagram
users within this age cohort, specifically 76%, access the site daily, with 60% doing so
multiple times throughout the day. These usage patterns closely mirror those identified in the
Centre’s 2018 study (Andrew & Monica, 2019).In the UK, where 91% of 16-24-year-olds
have at least one social media account, the average daily social media use is three hours
(Salim, 2019). The GeoPoll Report (2023) and Statista (2021) reveal a steady rise in social
media users in Africa, surpassing 384 million by 2022. Instagram stands out as the preferred
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platform for visual content dissemination, with 54% active user engagement. Notably, 62%
use Instagram for creative exploration and staying updated on trends, while 61% follow
influencers and celebrities, and 59% actively participate by sharing their visual content
(GeoPoll Report, 2023; Statista, 2021; Salim, 2019).

In 2019, research conducted by USIU-Africa highlighted the widespread prevalence of social
media consumption in Kenya, with WhatsApp leading at 89%. Instagram secured its place
with a 37.3% adoption rate, and age demographics revealed a shift in the most active group
from 26-35 in 2019 to 21-25 in 2020. The usage pattern showed a predominance of males at
60.9%, who spent more time online than their female counterparts ((Wamuyu, 2020)).
Regarding daily time allocation on social media, a substantial majority of Kenyan users
dedicate more than one hour per day to various platforms. Specifically, 28% of users spend
over two hours daily, with variations observed across platforms: 30% for WhatsApp, 21% for
YouTube, 9% for Instagram, and 20% for Vimeo users. Additionally, a notable proportion of
users surpassing the two-hour threshold includes 60% for WhatsApp, 46% for Facebook,
29% for YouTube, and 17% for Instagram. Surprisingly, LinkedIn, primarily used for
professional purposes, records 43% of users spending less than thirty minutes daily
(Mahmoudi, Yaakub, & Bakar, 2018). Noteworthy findings from the study revealed that the
youth demographic, comprising 40.3% aged 21-25, dedicates a substantial amount of
nocturnal hours to social media. In contrast, individuals in the 36-45 age group exhibit
increased social media activity during morning hours (Wamuyu, 2020).

In the context of social media usage frequency in Kenya, a predominant trend emerges
wherein the majority of users actively engage with multiple platforms daily. According to
Mahmoodi, Yaakub, and Bakar (2018), WhatsApp leads with a staggering 91% of users
accessing the platform daily, while 8% engage weekly, and 1% with lesser frequency.
Facebook exhibits a daily usage rate of 77%, with 19% of users accessing it weekly, and 4%
less frequently. YouTube maintains a daily visitation rate of 67%, accompanied by 28% of
users utilizing the platform a few days a week, and 6% engaging less often. Twitter, with a
daily engagement rate of 68%, witnesses the majority of users visiting daily, while 26%
engage a few days a week, and 6% less frequently. Instagram mirrors these usage patterns,
with 67% of users accessing it daily, 26% engaging a few days a week, and 6% utilizing it
less frequently (Wamuyu, P.K., 2020). This breakdown provides an overview of the
regularity of social media usage across different platforms within Kenya.

Researchers such as Wang and Wang (2019) have also examined Instagram, revealing a
diverse spectrum of usage patterns ranging from passive scrolling to active engagement
which accommodate individual motivations encompassing self-expression, creativity, social
interaction, and information acquisition. The question arises: do these usage patterns
significantly impact the psychosocial well-being of undergraduate students? The USIU-
Africa 2019 report delves into the various motivations propelling social media engagement in
Kenya, aligning with established patterns elucidated by Wang and Wang (2019). Six
principal motivations were identified; information acquisition, entertainment, social
interactions, personal identity, taking a mental break from work, and escaping societal
realities. Instagram, the preference of 22.7% of Kenyan users, distinguishes itself by
facilitating social interactions, with 25.7% of users seeking personal entertainment.
Motivations related to personal identity constitute 15.7%, while 18.8% utilize the platform
for information acquisition. Moreover, 8.4% use the avenue to escape societal realities, and
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15.7% for a mental break from work. In information acquisition,18.8% of users seek news,
and knowledge through the platform (Wamuyu, 2020). The captivating influence of
Instagram usage patterns and their impact on the psychosocial well-being of university
students lacks comprehensive conceptualization, a knowledge gap this study addresses and
bridges.

Objective of the Study

To explore the relationship between Instagram usage patterns and the psycho-social well-
being of undergraduate students.
Research Questions

In what ways do Instagram usage patterns influence the psycho-social well-being of
undergraduate students?
Limitation

The scope of the study was confined to analyzing Instagram usage patterns, focusing
exclusively on this platform amidst various social networking sites. Furthermore, the research
was constrained to examining the psychosocial well-being of undergraduate students

Literature Review

Instagram Usage Patterns and Mental Well-being

Instagram is a platform that provides various gratifications, including self-expression and
entertainment, as discussed earlier (Wamuyu, P.K., 2020; Wang & Wang, 2019). However,
research by Longobardi et al. (2020) and Engeln et al. (2020) has unveiled correlations
between Instagram use and adverse outcomes, such as body dissatisfaction, low self-esteem,
and compromised psychological well-being. Empirical evidence establishes a connection
between the frequency and patterns of Instagram use and diverse mental health issues among
both males and females, including negative mood, depressive symptoms, loneliness, and
anxiety about appearance (Brown & Tiggemann, 2016; Lamp et al., 2019; Sherlock &
Wagstaff, 2018).

Significantly, prolonged Instagram use has been linked to lower levels of mental well-being
(Schmuck et al., 2019) and elevated scores on various psychological disorders, including
eating disorders, depression, social anxiety, general anxiety, and problematic alcohol use
(Ceballos et al., 2018; Griffiths et al., 2018; Yurdagul et al., 2019). It is noteworthy that some
studies present divergent findings that social media use could be beneficial to the individual
(Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2018; Vannucci et al., 2018; Gonzalez & Hancock, 2011).
However, it is worth noting that Gonzalez and Hancock (2011) focused on Facebook.

The investigation conducted by Sherlock and Wagstaff (2019) emphasized that the frequency
of Instagram use is linked to depressive symptoms, self-esteem, general and physical
appearance anxiety, and body dissatisfaction. Moreover, their research illuminated that the
association between Instagram use and each of these variables is contingent upon an
individual's social comparison orientation. In the latter segment of their study, participants
were exposed to diverse Instagram images related to beauty, fitness, travel, or a control
condition with no images. The study found that beauty and fitness images significantly
reduced participants' self-rated attractiveness, and the magnitude of this reduction correlated
with heightened levels of anxiety, depressive symptoms, self-esteem issues, and increased
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body dissatisfaction. Consequently, the findings suggest that excessive Instagram use may
contribute to negative psychological outcomes and a diminished perception of one's
appearance (Sherlock & Wagstaff, 2019).

The mere raw time spent on Instagram does not necessarily lead to unilateral harm, as
indicated by Ophir, Y., Lipshits-Braziler, Y., & Rosenberg, H. (2019). It is how individuals
engage with the application that significantly influences their mental health, underscoring the
addictive nature of Instagram as a contributing factor to its problematic effects (Odgers &
Jensen, 2020). Steinsbekk et al. (2021) further explored the psychological dimensions of
social media, highlighting the relationship between digital imagery and self-perception. Their
study delved into how carefully curated images can elicit both inspiration and discontent,
shedding light on how the aesthetics of Instagram influence individuals' mental processes. In
a separate investigation, Moon et al. (2016) discovered that Instagram users tend to
experience higher levels of anxiety and depression compared to non-users, with excessive use
contributing to negative psychological consequences.

Researchers have underscored that Instagram users engage in meticulous curation of personal
photos, utilizing various filtering and editing tools to manage their self-presentation.
Correlational studies have established a connection between Instagram use and various body
image concerns (Cohen, Newton-John, & Slater, 2017; Fardouly, Diedrichs, Diedrichs,
Vartanian, & Halliwell, 2015; Feltman & Szymanski, 2018; Hendrickse et al., 2017).
Although longitudinal evidence is currently limited, initial experimental research has
indicated that exposure to idealized Instagram images, including those depicting attractive
peers and celebrities, adversely affects body image and subsequently mental well-being
(Brown & Tiggemann, 2016; Brown & Tiggemann, 2020).

In the research conducted by Fardouly et al. (2020), it was determined that users of visually-
focused social media platforms, including YouTube and Instagram, exhibited greater
concerns regarding their body image compared to individuals who did not use social media
(Moreton, L., & Greenfield, S., 2022). Additionally, Engeln et al. (2020) concluded that
undergraduate women who utilized Instagram experienced higher levels of body
dissatisfaction and increased negative effects when compared to those who used Facebook.
Boursier, V., Gioia, F., & Griffiths, M. D. (2020), established that users with elevated levels
of body surveillance and appearance anxiety were more inclined to post self-images on social
media, seeking positive feedback from peers to enhance their confidence. Furthermore, Gioia
et al. (2023) concluded that male adolescents were more likely than females to edit photos
and alter their body image to achieve an ideal appearance for social media. This observation
suggests that platforms centered around visual content, such as photo-based social media,
might have more adverse effects on the mental well-being of users when contrasted with text-
based platforms, aligning with the assumptions of the present study.

In a qualitative inquiry conducted by Chatzopoulou (2020), the involvement of young men in
the Instagram fitness community was explored. The study revealed that individuals with
lower self-esteem showed a heightened inclination to alter their bodies to align with the
idealized physique portrayed on Instagram. Furthermore, users conveyed hesitancy in sharing
self-images if they perceived their bodies as not meeting the proposed ideal (Chatzopoulou,
2020). Additionally, an association was found between the duration spent editing photos
following exposure to images of slender women on Instagram and the desire to enhance one's
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appearance beyond real-life standards implying an internalization of the thin ideal
(Tiggemann, Anderberg, & Brown, 2020).

Instagram Use and Social Well-being

In the intersection of psychological well-being and social connectivity, the literature review
points out the intricate pathways through which Instagram use influences users' sense of
belonging and community engagement. Findings reveal that while the platform has the
potential to enhance feelings of connection, it can also amplify feelings of isolation,
especially when engagement arises from a sense of obligation rather than genuine connection
underscoring the diverse role of Instagram in shaping users' social landscapes (Park, N., Kee,
K.F., & Valenzuela, S., 2009).

The pursuit of online popularity and engagement in social comparison on Instagram, as
highlighted by Sherlock and Wagstaff (2019), correlates with heightened social anxiety,
concerns about body image, and diminished self-esteem across various age groups. The
visual-centric nature of Instagram creates opportunities for upward social comparisons, where
individuals measure themselves against others perceived as superior. This may contribute to
feelings of loneliness and reduced self-esteem, impacting social interactions (Sherlock &
Wagstaff, 2019). Scholarly studies by Faelens et al. (2021) and Boursier et al. (2020) also
underscored how this visual-centric aspect amplifies opportunities for social comparisons,
shaping users' self-perceptions of others.

In the realm of the social landscape, Wamuyu, P. K. (2020), contended that online
harassment poses a significant challenge affecting individuals, including high-profile
personalities. In response, some individuals opt to deactivate their social media profiles as a
means to evade harassment. Categorizations are "less severe™ forms of online harassment,
encompassing abusive behavior, offensive name-calling, impersonation, and purposeful
embarrassment. A noteworthy percentage of social media users, particularly those aged 21-25
(40%) and 26-35 (32%) years old, have personally encountered these "less severe” forms of
online harassment indicating a disproportionately high rate of online harassment among
younger adults (Wamuyu, P. K. (2020).

The USIU 2019 report further classifies "more severe™ types of online harassment, including
physical threats, stalking, sustained harassment, and sexual harassment on social media,
which often have distressing real-world consequences for victims (Kimotho, S. G., & Nyaga,
R. N., 2016). social media users aged 21-25, 38.4% have personally experienced these "more
severe" forms of online harassment, followed by 26—35-year-olds at 33.6%, 36—45-year-olds
at 12.4%-, and 14-20-year-olds at 11% (Kimotho, S. G., & Nyaga, R. N., 2016). The use of
pseudonyms for anonymity exacerbates this issue, leading to negative online behaviors,
particularly against women. Perpetrators may engage in trolling, flaming, lurking, and
deception, as the use of pseudonyms reduces accountability for the consequences of their
actions (Wamuyu, P. K., 2020).

Notably, a report from the UK Royal Society for Public Health ranks Instagram as a
concerning social media platform regarding the mental health and overall well-being of
young individuals, placing it below YouTube, Snapchat, and Facebook (MacMillan, 2017).
The report identified Instagram as the least favorable social media network for mental health
and well-being based, on a survey of almost 1,500 teens and young adults. While the photo-

www.essrak.org 16 | Page



Filtering Reality: The Impact of Patterns of Instagram's Use on Psycho-Social Well-Being of
Undergraduate Students at Bomet University College

based platform received acknowledgment for facilitating self-expression and self-identity, it
was also associated with elevated levels of anxiety, depression, bullying, and the "fear of
missing out” (FOMO). It was imperative to assess Instagram's impact on psycho-social well-
being, among the younger demographic, and get an understanding of how the platform's
features and user behaviors can enhance and diminish users' sense of connection and
belonging.

Theoretical Framework

The study was guided by the Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT), developed in the early
1940s by Katz and Blumler (1974). UGT offers insights into individuals' motivations for
selecting specific media, the underlying needs propelling its use, and the gratifications
derived from consuming it (Yang et al., 2021). According to this theory, individuals actively
seek gratification from their media consumption and consistently opt for media choices
promising the most fulfilling outcomes. This theoretical framework delineates various needs
that media can fulfill for individuals, including cognitive needs (knowledge, information, and
facts), affective needs (emotional experiences, pleasure, and mood regulation), personal
integrative needs (self-esteem and personal growth), social integrative needs (desire for social
interaction), and tension-free needs (escapism and stress relief) (Katz and Blumler, 1974).

The applicability of UGT to this research is evident in the literature, where diverse motives
for social media usage have been identified and supported by Pertegal et al. (2019) and in the
earlier systematic exploration. While these motives are observed across various contexts, they
are not exhaustive, as individuals may have other unique desired outcomes, context-specific.
Additionally, researchers acknowledge that the salience of a motive may vary by platform,
and distinct motives may emerge based on the affordances provided by platforms (Alhabash
& Ma, 2017; Sheldon & Newman, 2019; Spiliotopoulos & Oakley, 2020). The significance
of UGT to this study lies in its exploration of the dimensions of Instagram usage and its
impact on the psychosocial well-being of university students, with a specific focus on their
mental, emotional, and social aspects.

Methodology

The search was conducted per the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Shamseer et al., 2015). Initially, a systematic search
was performed on Web of Science and Scopus, two major databases in the fields of social
psychology and clinical psychology. The goal was to identify relevant studies examining the
relationship between (a) Instagram use and (b) indicators of mental, emotional, and social
well-being. The search employed terms such as "Instagram” AND, OR "well-being" OR
"mental health” OR "psychological health” OR "emotional health. “In the subsequent step,
the researcher screened the reference lists of selected manuscripts, along with reviews and
meta-analyses related to Instagram use and mental health identified initially (snowballing).
Eligibility criteria included: (1) the study being reported in English and published in a peer-
reviewed journal, and (2) the study containing (a) a measure reflecting the intensity or
patterns of Instagram use, and (b) an indicator of mental health, and/or (c) a key psychosocial
variable contributing to this relationship.

During the initial search phase, 356 records were identified via Web of Science and Scopus.
After eliminating duplicates, the titles and abstracts of 220 records were screened for
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eligibility. Full copies of 122 articles were read, resulting in the inclusion of 85 manuscripts
focusing on the relationship between Instagram use and mental health. Subsequently,
snowballing was conducted based on the reference lists of selected manuscripts, along with
reviews and meta-analyses identified during the first step. Following the screening process,
20 additional articles were identified and subjected to evaluation based on their titles and
abstracts, following the removal of duplicate entries. In total, after both phases of screening, a
comprehensive systematic review encompassing 77 manuscripts was conducted. This review
focused on investigating the impact of Instagram usage patterns on the psycho-social well-
being of undergraduate students at Bomet University College, providing a thorough analysis
of the topic.

Conclusion

The research sought to uncover specific insights into how the patterns of Instagram usage
impact the psycho-social well-being of undergraduate students. This included understanding
the diverse ways in which frequency, duration, content consumption, and interaction patterns
on Instagram affect the mental, emotional, and social well-being of students. By exploring
these aspects, the study aimed to contribute knowledge regarding the relationship between
Instagram use and the psycho-social well-being of the undergraduate demographic, thereby
providing valuable insights for interventions and strategies to promote healthier social media
habits and overall psychosocial well-being.

Recommendations

Educational institutions should provide counseling services specifically tailored to address
the psychological and social challenges associated with social media use, offering valuable
support to students facing related issues. Social media platforms are encouraged to implement
features that actively promote positive engagement and contribute to users' well-being and
mental health professionals to enhance access to mental health resources within the digital
space. Students are urged to cultivate self-awareness regarding their motives for using
Instagram which involves reflecting on individual goals and being conscious of the potential
impact of online activities on mental and emotional well-being. To advance understanding in
this field, further research is recommended to investigate cultural variations in Instagram use
patterns and their distinct impact on psycho-social well-being. Additionally, there is a need to
delve into the positive effects and benefits of social media engagement among undergraduate
students, acknowledging and studying the potential advantages beyond the identified
challenges.
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