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Pictures Speak Louder than Words:
Motivations for Using Instagram
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Abstract

While Instagram, the rising photo-sharing social networking service, has received increasing attention from
scholars and practitioners, little is known about the social and psychological factors that lead consumers to
become fanatics of this app. To provide a baseline understanding of Instagram users, the current study aims to
uncover the structural dimensions of consumers’ motives for using Instagram and to explore the relationships
between identified motivations and key attitudinal and behavioral intention variables. A comprehensive survey
was developed in which a total of 212 Instagram users evaluated their motivation, primary activities, use
intention, and attitude regarding Instagram. The results suggest that Instagram users have five primary social
and psychological motives: social interaction, archiving, self-expression, escapism, and peeking. The impli-
cations of this study’s findings are discussed.

Introduction

Over the years, social networking sites (SNS) have
become the major communication tool by which people

develop their personal online network. While Facebook is
still the most popular SNS, with 71% of all online adults in
the United States having an account,1 Instagram has proven
that pictures speak louder than words, exceeding Twitter and
other social media platforms in terms of users.2 The sim-
plicity and creativity of the platform have not only allowed
users to share and acknowledge each other’s lives through
photos, but have also allowed celebrities and commercial
brands (i.e., Victoria’s Secret, Adidas, Starbucks, etc.) to
engage with their consumers.3

Originally launched in 2010, Instagram is a mobile
photo-sharing application. It markets itself as a medium
that allows users ‘‘to transform an image into a memory to
keep around forever.’’4 Instagram users chronicle their
stories through photographs and short videos. Unlike
Twitter and Facebook, text-only contents cannot be created
on Instagram. This ‘‘image first, text second’’ rule of In-
stagram creates strong visual-oriented culture with its en-
hanced photo-editing features. Without having to use a
different app for taking, editing, and uploading the photos,
Instagram is an all-in-one package, allowing users to
complete the three steps instantly and, more importantly,
with high quality. Other features include the ‘‘Photo map,’’
which allows users to record and trace their photos geo-

graphically, the ‘‘Explore’’ page, which recommends pages to
follow, and ‘‘Direct,’’ a personal photo-message feature shared
by users.

While Instagram’s photo-based platform makes it unique,
the app’s mobile-only accessibility further enhances its dis-
tinctive user experience. The official Instagram application is
only available on mobile operating systems such as Apple’s
iOS and Google’s Android. Considering that users can access
their mobile phone virtually anywhere and anytime, this
mobile-only characteristic of Instagram, along with afore-
mentioned visual-oriented culture, potentially creates differ-
ent user behavior and motivation comparing with other SNSs.

This $1 billion app, bought by Facebook in 2012, has
gained immense popularity since its launch, with more than
300 million monthly active users, overtaking Twitter with
284 million users.2 The total number of photos shared has
reached 30 billion, and daily ‘‘likes’’ are reported to be, on
average, 2.5 billion, with approximately 70 million daily
photo updates.4 According to a survey conducted by Pew
Research in 2014,1 more than half of Internet-using young
adults aged 18–29 years (53%) in the United States use In-
stagram, and half of them (49%) use the app daily. Inter-
nationally, a GlobalWebIndex study reported that 20% of
Internet users aged 16–64 years had an Instagram account in
mid-2014, which have risen from 15% in mid-2013.5 The
majority of its 300 million monthly active users are outside
the United States, peaking at around one-third in the Middle
East and Africa (34%) and Latin America (33%), followed
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by North America (25%), Europe (16%), and the Asia Pacific
(16%) region. Instagram was named the fastest growing app
of 2013 by Nielsen,6 and since then, the number of users has
increased by more than 9% in almost every demographic
group, compared with Pinterest with a 7% increase, Twitter
with a 5% increase, and LinkedIn with a 6% increase.

Despite the popularity and value of understanding this new
form of SNS, little is known about the social and psycho-
logical factors that lead consumers to use Instagram. In-
stagram users may have different reasons for sharing their
photographs—displaying important moments in their lives,
expressing their self-concept, and displaying personal rela-
tionships by featuring the individual with important others.7

To provide a baseline understanding of Instagram users, the
following research questions are proposed:

RQ1: What are the underlying psychological and social
motives for using Instagram?

RQ2: What are the relationships between identified
motivations and attitudes toward and intention to
use Instagram?

Methods

Participants

An online survey was conducted during a 3 week period
from November to December 2014. Respondents were re-
cruited from an online panel in Korea. Since the use of SNSs
was found to be highest among young adults between the ages
of 20 and 39 years in Korea (about 86%),8 the target popu-
lation of the survey was Instagram users aged 20–39 years
(M = 29). A total of 239 Instagram users participated in this
study, and usable data were collected from 212 of the par-
ticipants. The final sample comprised 110 females and 102
males, with an average age of 28.8 years (SD = 5.28 years).
On average, participants indicated that they had been using
Instagram for 10.3 months (range 1–48 months). Participants
reported logging on to their Instagram account about four
times per day and uploading an average of 61 pictures since
creating their Instagram account (ranging 0–1,000). Re-
spondents had an average of 59 followers (range 0–698 fol-
lowers) and 69 followings (1–800 followings). Table 1 shows
the sample characteristics by age, sex, and Instagram usage.

Measures

Scale items for motivation to use Instagram were derived
from prior literature on the Internet,9–11 SNSs,12–15 and blog-
ging motivators.16 As a result, a total of 60 items were retained.
Since there were a considerable number of items, several of
which overlapped, it was deemed appropriate to reduce their
number so as to obtain more manageable and relevant items
applicable to Instagram. Therefore, 15 items were eliminated
and revised for the current study. As a result, in the first stage, a
total of 45 motivation items were generated.

Next, an independent group of active Instagram users
(n = 20; 10 female) were asked to eliminate any items that
were not relevant to the context of Instagram. Then, they
were asked to list any additional reasons for using Instagram.
As a result, in the second stage, another seven items were
eliminated because they were somewhat irrelevant or con-
veyed the same or similar meaning. Therefore, a total of 38

unique statements about reasons for using Instagram were
developed. Respondents were asked to indicate how much
they agreed or disagreed with each item on a 7-point Likert-
type scale (1 = ‘‘strongly disagree,’’ 7 = ‘‘strongly agree’’).

Instagram usage variables were operationalized by asking
respondents to examine (a) how often they logged on to
Instagram, (b) how long they had been using Instagram, (c)
how long they stayed on their account per visit, (d) their
number of followers, (e) their number of followings, and (f)
the number of pictures they uploaded. In addition to these
measures, for descriptive purposes, respondents were asked
about their primary activities on Instagram, and the main
devices they used to log on to Instagram.

Finally, attitude toward Instagram use was measured with
three 7-point semantic differential scales (favorable/unfa-
vorable, good/bad, and pleasant/unpleasant), and intention to
use Instagram was measured with three 7-point semantic
differential scales (likely/unlikely, probable/improbable, and
possible/impossible).

Results

In examining the first research question, principal com-
ponent analysis (PCA) with varimax rotation was performed
to determine what underlying structure exists for motives for
using Instagram. The PCA was evaluated using the following
criteria: eigenvalue (>1.0), variance explained by each
component, loading the score for each factor (q0.40), and the
meaningfulness of each dimension. After deleting 10 items,
which had high loadings on more than two components, and
an additional item, which did not tap into the same dimen-
sion, the PCA was rerun with the remaining 28 items. As a
result, a meaningful and interpretable five-component solu-
tion was obtained, and the five components explained
62.23% of the total variance.

Table 1. Sample Characteristics (n = 212)

Sample profile

Age, mean (min–max) 29 years (20–39 years)

Sex
Male 48.1%
Female 51.9%

Instagram usage, mean (min–max)
Frequency of logging

on to Instagram per day
4.17 times (0–50)

Duration 13.7 minutes (1–60)
Usage period 10.3 months (1–48)
Number of followers 59 followers (0–698)
Number of followings 69 following (1–800)
Number of pictures uploaded 61 pictures (0–1,000)

Main activity on Instagram, frequency* (%)
Check follower’s feed 133 62.7
Upload photos, videos 146 68.9
Check out a specific

person’s (ex. celebrity’s) page
108 50.9

Browse the explore page 73 34.4

Devices used to log on
to Instagram, frequency* (%)
Computer 17 8.0
Smartphone 193 91.0
Tablet 2 0.9

*Respondents chose multiple activities.
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The first component, labeled ‘‘social interaction,’’ ac-
counted for 14.14% of the variance after rotation, and its
eight items formed a reliable scale, as assessed by Cron-
bach’s alpha (a = 0.87). The second component, ‘‘archiv-
ing,’’ consisted of six items, and accounted for 14.07% of the
variance (a = 0.85). The third component, ‘‘self-expression,’’
explained 13.58% of the variance, and the scale with five
items was found to be reliable (a = 0.89). The fourth com-
ponent, ‘‘escapism,’’ included five items (a = 0.81) and ex-
plained 11.03% of the variance. Finally, the fifth component,

‘‘peeking,’’ with four items, accounted for 9.40% of the
variance (a = 0.71). Given the acceptable reliabilities, the
five motivation indices were created by averaging the cor-
responding items for the following analyses. Table 2 provi-
des full factor loadings and the variance explained by them.
In addition, Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics and in-
tercorrelations among the five factors.

To answer the second research question, the five identified
motivations on attitude toward Instagram use and intention to
use Instagram were regressed, respectively, while controlling

Table 2. Motivations for Using Instagram (PCA; n = 212)

1 2 3 4 5

Social interaction (a = 0.87)
To interact with a number of people 0.77 0.20 0.05 0.26 - 0.05
To maintain a good relationship with others (for networking) 0.75 0.19 0.05 0.34 0.01
To get updates on close friends and family 0.73 0.15 0.14 0.00 0.27
To keep in touch with friends far away 0.68 0.18 0.16 0.37 - 0.18
To communicate with friends and family 0.64 0.13 0.47 - 0.02 0.15
Because people around me use Instagram 0.58 - 0.03 0.35 0.09 0.22
To know about things that are happening around me 0.49 0.05 0.34 0.08 0.47
To connect/meet with people who share similar interest 0.46 0.11 0.34 0.15 0.29

Archiving (a = 0.85)
To record daily events through photos 0.16 0.75 0.16 0.13 - 0.09
To create my personal space 0.07 0.71 0.35 0.09 0.22
To record my traces (e.g., trip) via photomap 0.07 0.68 0.36 0.04 0.18
To do personal blogging 0.15 0.68 - 0.01 0.14 - 0.06
To take fancy photos and save them online 0.14 0.66 0.20 0.22 0.22
To update photos and videos with various filters applied 0.11 0.65 0.19 0.12 0.16

Self-expression (a = 0.89)
To provide my update 0.26 0.23 0.78 0.23 0.08
To be noticed by others 0.19 0.21 0.77 0.34 0.01
To express my actual self (who I really am) 0.25 0.30 0.64 0.32 - 0.07
To share my personal information with others 0.30 0.24 0.63 0.14 0.18
To show off 0.10 0.22 0.61 0.31 0.13

Escapism (a = 0.81)
To escape from reality 0.16 0.15 0.21 0.74 - 0.04
To forget about troubles 0.25 0.21 0.19 0.73 0.01
To avoid loneliness 0.30 0.07 0.39 0.61 0.16
To get what I want without much effort 0.05 0.10 0.20 0.58 0.37
To relax 0.19 0.18 0.19 0.55 0.34

Peeking (a = 0.71)
To browse photos related to my interests 0.10 0.34 0.01 0.03 0.76
To browse daily lives of celebrities 0.06 - 0.15 0.18 0.23 0.72
To browse a variety of fancy photos 0.12 0.43 0.17 0.30 0.56
To browse daily lives of people all over the world 0.11 0.44 - 0.26 0.01 0.48

Eigenvalue 4.00 3.94 3.80 3.09 2.63
% Variance 14.14 14.07 13.58 11.03 9.40
Cumulative % 14.14 28.21 41.80 52.83 62.23

Note. Loadings that were .40 or larger are set in bold.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations Among the Five Factors

Social interaction Archiving Self-expression Escapism Peeking

Social interaction 1.00
Archiving 0.44* 1.00
Self-expression 0.62* 0.56* 1.00
Escapism 0.58* 0.47* 0.64* 1.00
Peeking 0.39* 0.45* 0.35* 0.44* 1.00
M (SD) 4.54 (0.98) 4.75 (1.01) 4.07 (1.17) 4.00 (1.07) 4.89 (1.00)

*p < 0.01.
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for age and sex. Both age and sex were not found to be
significant variables for determining attitude toward and in-
tention to use Instagram when they were entered together.
Archiving motive was found to be the strongest predictor of
attitude toward Instagram use (b = 0.35, t = 5.67, p < 0.01),
followed by peeking (b = 0.25, t = 4.27, p < 0.01). Social in-
teraction (t = 0.84, p = 0.41), self-expression (t = - 0.79,
p = 0.43), and escapism (t = –0.36, p = 0.72) were not found to
be significant predictors. Second, the findings show that in-
tention to use Instagram exhibited similar results. Archiving
(b = 0.35, t = 5.39, p < 0.01) and peeking (b = .17, t = 2.70,
p < 0.01) were significant predictors of intention to use In-
stagram. Social interaction (t = 1.87, p = 0.06), self-expression
(t = 0.51, p = 0.61), and escapism (t = 0.85, p = 0.40) were not
found to be significant predictors.

Discussion

Taking photos with mobile devices has become one of the
major activities among smartphone users. As the fastest
growing SNS, Instagram makes it possible for users to upload
photographs, manipulate them using filters, share them with
other Instagram users, and comment on or ‘‘like’’ the photos
of others. In surveying a sample of 212 active Instagram users
in Korea, this study sheds light on why people use Instagram.
Findings of the study suggest that Instagram users have five
primary social and psychological motives: social interaction,
archiving, self-expression, escapism, and peeking.

The present findings reveal that social interaction is a
strong factor in that Instagram users are motivated to es-
tablish and maintain social relationships with other people
using this platform. This finding is not surprising due to the
nature of SNS (i.e., networking). Similar to other SNSs,
people might use Instagram to dispel their loneliness,17 meet
others, and to earn social support.18 In addition, they actively
seek out social relationships with other users who share
similar interests and needs, in which they feel an important
connection to them. The emergence of the archiving motive
suggests that Instagram users utilize this platform to record
their daily events and traces (e.g., trips), thereby creating
their own personal cyber documentary through a variety of
fancy photos. In addition, the findings of the self-expression
motive indicate that Instagram users utilize pictures of all
sorts of things to present their personalities, lifestyles, and
tastes. Photographs are much better than texts for self-
expression and impression management, since the myth of
photographic truth lends photography a credibility that text
can lack.19 The current findings suggest that Instagram has
become an empowering, new, self-presentation medium,
especially among the young.

Escapism and peeking are the other primary motivations.
That is, some Instagram users are motivated to pursue re-
laxation, avoid the troubles they encounter in reality, and
peek at others’ photographs. The present findings suggest
that Instagram users utilize this platform to escape from their
real lives and engage with friends, family, and other people
they have never met offline before. For example, they can
form parasocial relationships with celebrities. Indeed, the
most followed users are, primarily, celebrities—the pop star
Rihanna, for instance, has more than 11 million followers. As
noted by Marwick,19 to many Instagram users, gathering as
many people as possible as followers can be a motivating

force. This also appeals to Instagram users’ needs to connect
with like-minded others (i.e., followers). The current findings
suggest that Instagram serves as a channel through which
users peek at what other people have to say via images rather
than texts.

This study also showed that ‘‘archiving’’ and ‘‘peeking’’
motivations predicted both attitudes toward and intention to
use Instagram. This finding suggests that such motives play a
significant role in users forming positive attitudes toward this
medium, thereby increasing the likelihood of their regular
visits as well as future intentions. This, in turn, can reinforce
a variety of social relationships online.

Finally, this research has useful implications for marketers
who want to tap into the huge branding potential of this rising
marketing communication tool, as these findings offer insight
into the proactive role of consumers in today’s marketplace.
Therefore, marketers should understand what specific
motives and needs consumers have regarding their use of
this new form of SNS, and how brand managers and mar-
keters can satisfy them and reinforce the consumer–brand
relationship.
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