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Abstract

Background: Young people’s processes of meaning-making in relation to what it means to live well are supported
by the shared understandings of the good life that are available in their particular sociocultural and historical
contexts. These understandings are tied to questions of environmental impact and social justice, as each ‘good life’
entails different levels of material throughput and some may undermine the ability of others to pursue their chosen
‘good lives’. This paper draws on the insights from an exploration of Instagram posts tagged #goodlife to consider
the role of Instagram in the constitution of good life narratives that are available to young people. Using network
analysis tools, the researchers analyse the relationships between themes of hashtags appearing on 793 posts
tagged #goodlife. The findings from the thematic approach to network analysis are used to support a thematic
qualitative exploration of a subsample of 200 of the posts.

Findings: The paper gives an overview of three good life narratives that can be found on the platform: the good
life of the self-made affluent entrepreneur, the good life of the world-traveller, the good life as shared experience.
Additionally, it highlights the differing levels of popularity of each narrative on the platform, and considers their
respective implications for environmental and social sustainability. The paper then provides a conceptual reading of
the platform that enables considerations relating to its place in the creation and maintenance of good life
narratives. Conceptualising Instagram as a social conversation, the paper suggests that adequate participation on
the platform may require engaging in less sustainable practices.

Conclusions: The paper concludes by arguing that while the most popular narratives on the platform are less likely
to support sustainable lifestyles, more sustainable understandings of living well are also promoted by users.
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Main text
As humans, we are continually engaged in the process of
defining for ourselves and for each other the nature of
the good life. But in this search for definitions, we are
not entirely free to choose anything we like [19]. Rather,
we are supported by the shared understandings of the
good life that are available through our particular socio-
cultural and historical contexts. These understandings
play a role in what we believe is the ‘right’ or ‘desirable’
way to lead our lives. In this, they constitute potential

normative journeys that we can take, some of which are
more conducive to sustainable futures than others.
Although this process of definition is ongoing

throughout human life, the creation and promotion of
understandings that are more conducive to sustainable
ways of living is particularly relevant to young people.
Environmental impact, growing social inequality, and
unstable economies are all challenges linked to our
understandings of the good life. While young people had
no role in instigating these issues and should not be sole
bearers of the responsibility of redressing them, they
inherit a world that is shaped by them [30].
In this paper, we explore some of the shared under-

standings or narratives of the good life that are created
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on Instagram – a social media platform that is popular
among young people. We start by briefly introducing the
literature around understandings of the good life and justi-
fying the focus on Instagram, before outlining our theoret-
ical stance and methodology. We then present three
different good life narratives that are available on Insta-
gram, and through a consideration of the wider context of
the platform’s use, explore what the prevalence of these
narratives may mean for sustainability. While these narra-
tives are not solely created and promoted by young people,
they occur in a context that plays a particularly important
role in the lives of many of them. We conclude that
although the most popular narratives on the platform are
less likely to support sustainable lifestyles, more sustainable
understandings of living well are also promoted by users.

Background
This section starts by introducing the theoretical back-
ground to this paper before covering the methods used.

Instagram, young people, and sustainable wellbeing
Human beings always live on the basis of some under-
standing of what is a life worth striving for – that is to
say, the good life [11]. Understandings of the good life
have evolved throughout history [29, 34, 49, 58, 72] and
differ across societies and cultures [45, 53, 77]. But even
within a given contemporary society or culture, multiple
understandings co-exist [45, 54]. The diversity of mean-
ings of living well highlights the social construction of
our understandings of the good life. These socially con-
structed understandings are simultaneously supported
by a diverse range of practices that enable their realisa-
tion [62] and contribute to bringing their supportive
practices into being [27]. The stories that we tell, the
concepts that we use, and the metaphors we live by have
been shown to play a role in our behaviour [31, 40] and
in the possibility of sustainable futures [28]. Of course,
understandings of the good life are not the sole determi-
nants of a transition to more sustainable living [37], but
they both facilitate and constrain such shifts.
For Dean [14], our shared understandings are con-

structed through discursive practices, in interaction with
others and in specific contexts. Meanings of the good life
are not settled scripts but matters of constant contest-
ation. The social spaces in which interactions happen
shape the creation, maintenance, evolution, and dispute
of good life understandings by encouraging certain lan-
guage and interaction choices while hindering others
[25]. Discourse-based studies carried out in relation to
young people’s understandings of wellbeing highlight the
role played by discursive repertoires in enabling under-
standings [61], the importance of context in making rep-
ertoires available [54], and the struggle of establishing
understandings [45].

While social media platforms are highly popular
among young people [67], making them important
spaces of meaning-making, few studies of young people’s
views on wellbeing consider social media settings [21].
Yet, new media technologies are likely to play a role in
shaping ideas about what it means to live a good life,
both as mediators in the communication of discourses,
but also as they introduce new ways of carrying out
existing practices or new practices all together.
Youth wellbeing research typically solicits accounts

from young people of what living well means to them
and isolates their accounts from those of adults [13, 20,
24, 57, 59]. Yet, Mannay [46] argues that there may be
value in accepting that ‘meanings are always negotiated,
revised and co-constructed’ by a multiplicity of actors,
both older and younger ([46]: 144). This is particularly
relevant to this study, as social media platforms can con-
siderably increase the number of people who we make
meanings with, theoretically enabling users to share
posts with millions of others. Social media offers an op-
portunity to explore unsolicited accounts of the good life
created by participants of all ages, but in a context that
has particular relevance to young people.
In this paper, we focus on the good life discourses or

narratives that are created on Instagram. Instagram is an
image-sharing social media platform with a user-base of
over 1 billion and known to be successful with young
people, as close to 38% of its user-base is estimated to be
aged 24 or under [68]. Instagram is used by young people
throughout the world, with the United States, Brazil, and
India ranking as the three leading countries based on
number of users [69]. The platform allows users to post
photographs and videos accompanied by captions and
hashtags and to engage with each other’s content through
likes, follows, and comments. Hashtags constitute a user-
led system of classification and make posts searchable.
The posts that are tagged #goodlife could be understood
as contributing to an ongoing, Instagram mediated, nor-
mative understanding of what living well can mean. While
Instagram posts are neither direct nor authentic reflec-
tions of people’s ideas about ‘the good life’, they at once
constitute shared resources and inform personal under-
standings of living well. Given our position on the social
construction of understandings of the good life, we do not
seek to separate young people’s accounts from those of
adults. The popularity of the platform makes it an import-
ant source of shared meanings that should not be over-
looked by those interested in sustainable futures.

The study
This section first introduces our research goals and elu-
cidates our theoretical stance, before introducing our re-
search material and methods.
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Goals and theoretical stance
The project aimed to identify good life narratives available
through #goodlife on Instagram, explore processes of
meaning-making, and appraise the narratives’ respective
potentials for supporting sustainable futures. In this, our
project paralleled that of scholars in the field of ecolinguis-
tics who carry out critiques of existing discourses against
a chosen ‘ecosophy’ [71]. We considered narratives to
offer more sustainable approaches to living well if they
promoted ways of living that could be realised within eco-
logical boundaries, had social benefits, and were inclusive.
In the tradition of public sociology [8], we see a role

for researchers in contributing more readily to public
discourses about what the good life should look like [22,
41]. As Levitas [41] highlights, this entails acknowledging
the normativity of sociological work. However, ‘while soci-
ologists may legitimately claim particular competence in
understanding systemic connections and mapping alterna-
tives, they of course do not have any such claim to super-
ior ethical competence’ ([41]: 546). Accordingly, we offer
our evaluation of the sustainability potentials of good life
narratives as a contribution to an ongoing moral conversa-
tion rather than a definitive evaluation.
To accommodate our theoretical stance, we are par-

ticularly careful to distinguish between people’s personal
values and beliefs, and their use of the narratives that we
identify. We aim to be critical of the narratives, rather
than of their carriers. We consider Instagram users to be
responding to the demands of a particular context rather
than giving straightforward reflections of their mental
states or attitudes [76]. Accordingly, in the second part
of the analysis, we elucidate this particular context by
giving a conceptual reading of Instagram.

Research material and analysis
The research material used for this paper has been gen-
erated as part of a study of the good life narratives that
can be accessed on Instagram through the hashtag
#goodlife. The study involved two types of analysis: a
qualitative exploration of 200 Instagram posts tagged
#goodlife, and a network analysis of the relationships
between the different hashtags associated with #goodlife
in 793 posts. The qualitative analysis aimed to bring out
the different types of discourses used in ‘good life’ posts
and explore user engagement with specific narratives.
The network analysis aimed to shed light on relation-
ships between thematic clusters of hashtags.
The dataset that constitutes the basis for this study was

harvested on the 10th of October 2018 through Netlytic.1

At the time of writing, Instagram counts 17,493,291 posts

tagged #goodlife. We requested Netlytic to harvest a ran-
dom sample of 2000 of these posts and limit harvesting to
public accounts. The oldest post harvested by Netlytic was
created on the 30th of January 2018, and the most recent
one on the 10th of October 2018. Most harvested posts
were created between September and October 2018. An
individual user could have contributed multiple posts to
the sample.
For each post, Netlytic harvested the hyperlink, the

publication date, the author’s username, the caption, the
like count, and the potential use of filters. However,
Netlytic does not harvest images. Additionally, posts
may be tagged #goodlife in the comments rather than in
the caption, in which case Netlytic collects the post but
does not provide the corresponding hashtags. Hence the
first step upon acquiring the dataset was to manually
process the 2000 posts to ensure that the correct images
and hashtags were recorded for each post. However, it is
not uncommon for users to delete posts, accounts, or
switch their account settings to private, and it is consid-
ered good practice to remove these posts from datasets,
as unavailable posts can be interpreted as a withdrawal
of consent [23]. Users may delete their posts if they be-
lieve that the posts are not gaining enough attention. As
posts typically gain the most attention within the first
few hours to a day after being posted, and the manual
processing of Instagram posts is time-intensive, only 793
posts were useable. The totality of the remaining posts
was used to carry out the network analysis, and a sub-
sample of randomly selected 200 posts was used for the
qualitative analysis. The qualitative dataset only con-
tained posts from unique Instagram accounts.
All research material was approached thematically.

Thematic analysis is a common approach for identifying
and analysing patterns in qualitative data [5]. Its flexibil-
ity and compatibility with a wide range of theoretical
frameworks and data types [5] enabled us to also extend
a thematic approach to our hashtag dataset.
The subsample of 200 Instagram posts was analysed

both with regards to the content and the form of the
posts. With regards to content, posts were classified into
8 content themes established inductively on the basis of
the language and the content of the images used. These
were: appreciating/making art, food and drinks, physical
activities, luxury items and experiences, entrepreneurial
spirit, self, significant others, and travel. They can be
understood as aspects that users considered to be
important for a good life. A given post could refer to
multiple content themes. Posts could present a given
content theme in different ways. Alongside content
themes, we paid attention to the aesthetics used in a
given post. We borrowed Manovich [47] distinction be-
tween casual, professional, and designed photography as
a starting point for the consideration of aesthetics. We

1Netlytic is a free software created by Dr. Anatoliy Gruzd and Philip
May (M.A., J.D.) to facilitate data collection for academic purposes.
The software can be accessed here: https://www.netlytic.org/
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do not reproduce Manoviches’ characterisation here but
invite the reader to refer to his work for further detail.
To his three categories, we added that of ‘quotes’, which
corresponded to posts in which a quote (plain or photo-
graph background) figured as the image.
The network analysis was conducted on clusters of

hashtags, which were established manually by classifying
the hashtags appearing on 793 posts tagged #goodlife
into themes. Relationships were established by identify-
ing the co-appearance of hashtags in posts. Figure 1 pro-
vides an illustration of the relationships identified
between thematic clusters of hashtags. Thematic clusters
are represented by nodes and relationships by edges
(lines between nodes). The size of a node represents the
number and the frequency of appearance of hashtags
classified in the cluster. The thickness of an edge repre-
sents the relative strength of a relationship. Three par-
ticularly important sets of relationships are identified in
yellow, blue, and red. They broadly correspond to the
hashtags used in posts classified into the content themes
of entrepreneurial spirit, travel, and self respectively.
The thematic clusters identified in the network ana-

lysis are not directly equivalent to the content themes.
Although some thematic clusters (e.g. travel) contain
hashtags that would nearly exclusively appear on posts
constituting a given content theme (e.g. travel), other
thematic clusters (e.g. Instagram and blogging) do not
easily map onto content themes. The network analysis

also brings to light themes that are not present in the
subsample of 200 posts (e.g. spirituality). In this paper,
we use the network analysis in support of our analysis of
the subsample, and do not discuss any insights that are
not directly relevant (see forthcoming for further detail).
Making an educated guess based on users’ personal grids,

we tentatively determined the user demographics (age and
gender - see Table 1) of the subsample to be broadly in line
with existing estimates [68, 70]. In this subsample, posts
were contributed by personal accounts, inspiration ac-
counts, and business accounts. Accounts were considered
to be personal if users posted their own content without
commercial aims. Inspiration accounts were those which
posted images that had been found elsewhere for non-
commercial purposes. These images were sometimes modi-
fied with quotes which may have been added by the user.
Accounts were considered to be business accounts if posts
had commercial goals. Additionally, users in this sample
were diverse in terms of popularity. Some users had under
a hundred followers, while others counted slightly over 40,
000 followers. All posts are reproduced with their creators’
consent.
Table 2 provides a descriptive summary of the frequen-

cies and aesthetics broken down by the content themes
present in the subsample of 200 posts. Narratives emerged
when relationships were built between content themes, ei-
ther on the basis of co-appearance of hashtags, use of par-
ticular aesthetics, image contents, or discourses.

Fig. 1 Plot illustrating the relationships between thematic clusters of hashtags
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Good life narratives on Instagram and their potential
consequences
This section presents our findings, beginning with the
identification of the narratives and their potentials for de-
livering sustainable futures, before turning to a conceptual
interpretation of Instagram as a social conversation [17].

Three narratives of the good life on Instagram
We introduce the three good life narratives that emerged
in the sample of 200 Instagram posts before considering
their respective potentials for delivering sustainable

futures, should they serve as guiding stories for what
makes a worthwhile life. These narratives were: the good
life of the self-made affluent entrepreneur, the good life of
the world-traveller, and the good life as shared experience.
While overlap is possible between the narratives, we sep-
arate them for the sake of clarity.

The good life of the self-made affluent entrepreneur
This narrative appeared in relation to the content themes
of physical activities, luxury and wealth, entrepreneurial
spirit, and self. Each of these content themes builds

Table 1 User demographics for 200 Instagram posts tagged #goodlifea

Account type number of posts contributed
to the sample

Personal account158 Inspiration account29 Business account13

User inferred gender number of posts Women78 Men63 Unknown59

User estimated age group (in years)
number of posts

25 years old and under 55 26–35 years old 57 36 years old and over 29 Unknown 59

Instagram’s Terms and Conditions stipulate that users should be aged 13 and over to legally sign up. However, age is not verified, and it is not uncommon for
younger users to sign up.

Table 2 Summary table of account type and aesthetics in 200 Instagram posts tagged #goodlife broken down by content theme

Content theme Number of posts Account types Aesthetic

Appreciating/making art 20 Business: 3 Casual photography: 17

Inspiration: 1 Professional photography: 3

Personal: 16

Food and drinks 27 Business: 4 Casual photography: 17

Inspiration: 2 Designed photography: 6

Personal: 21 Professional photography: 4

Physical activities 18 Personal: 18 Casual photography: 15

Business: 1 Designed photography: 3

Luxury items and experiences 37 Personal: 17 Casual photography: 21

Inspiration: 14 Quotes: 2

Business: 6 Professional photography: 11

Designed photography: 3

Entrepreneurial spirit 45 Personal: 30 Casual photography: 14

Inspiration: 13 Quotes: 23

Business: 2 Professional photography: 5

Designed photographs: 2

Self 63 Personal: 63 Casual photography: 45

Professional photography: 6

Designed photography: 12

Significant others 40 Personal: 39 Casual photography: 33

Quotes: 1

Inspiration: 1 Professional photography: 1

Designed photography: 5

Travel 48 Personal: 40 Casual photography: 32

Business: 5 Professional photography: 4

Inspiration: 3 Designed photography: 11

Quote: 1
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relationships to the content theme of entrepreneurial
spirit on the basis of co-appearance of hashtags (Fig.1),
use of aesthetics, image contents, or discourses.
Users who posted content on entrepreneurship often

did so through the use of quotes on the background of
pictures of fiction characters such as Tony Stark, Tony
Montana, or Leonardo Di Caprio’s interpretation of
Jordan Belfort in The Wolf of Wall Street, as well as
those of successful real-life entrepreneurs such as Elon
Musk. These characters are all known for the lavish life-
styles that they lead. Alternatively, users used images of
luxury items such as high-end cars as backgrounds to
their quotes. Hence, the entrepreneur was constructed
as someone who is wealthy and lives lavishly. But the
narrative also called forth meritocratic ideals, seen in the
archetype of the self-made man incarnated by Belfort,
Musk, and Montana, as well as in the hashtags used in
these posts (i.e. #nevergiveup, #motivated, #dailygrind,
etc.). Many of the hashtags used in posts that conveyed
this narrative were provided by a third-party application,
Prilaga, that provides thematic hashtags for the maxi-
misation of content exposure. These were particularly
popular in relation to the content theme of entrepre-
neurial spirit, as out of 45 posts in that content theme,
29 used the same set of hashtags (with slight variations)
provided by Prilaga:

#marketing #successquotes #network #dreambig
#leadership #businessowner #selfmade #ambition
#goodlife #buildyourempire #prilaga #keepgoing
#millionaire #inspiration #millionairelifestyle #busi-
ness #motivationalquotes #motivation #nevergiveup
#grind #money #entrepreneur #mindset #dailygrind
#startuplife #motivated #entrepreneurship.

These hashtags referred to meritocratic ideals of the
self-made person whose hard work results in success,
measured by wealth. The meritocratic mindset was also
evident in some of the posts that focused on physical ac-
tivities. The network analysis showed that the thematic
cluster of ‘fitness and physical health’ co-appeared with
‘motivation and hard work’ as well as ‘inspiration and
dreams’. It is among one of the few thematic clusters
that sustain a significant2 relationship (edge weight ≥ 10)
with the yellow clusters (Fig. 1). In those of these posts
that were present in the subsample, the emphasis was on
the strive towards a fit and muscular ideal, rather than
on sensations experienced in sport. The link between
this understanding of physical activities and

entrepreneurial spirit was further reinforced by the body
types of the people presented as the background in
quotes in the entrepreneurial spirit content theme: char-
acters appear fit and muscular. This is particularly sali-
ent in the case of images of Elon Musk, as only those
images in which he corresponds to the traditional male
beauty standards are used.
The links drawn between these different themes con-

tribute to building an idea of the kind of person that
would lead this good life. This version of the good life is
linked with characteristics that are traditionally mascu-
line. The chosen inspirational characters are also all
men, reinforcing the traditional image of the entrepre-
neur. In the content theme termed self, men tended to
favour self-descriptions that presented them either in
terms of traditionally masculine physical features (i.e.
#beard, #biceps, #triceps, etc.) or mental characteristics
linked to achievement (i.e. #motivated, #successmindset,
#goaldigger, etc.). These are both congruent with the
picture of the entrepreneur that we have painted so far
and with existing research indicating that user-produced
content on social media tends to conform to traditional
gender norms [15, 51]. The self, both in relation to its
physique and to its entrepreneurial endeavours, is seen
as a work in progress, and there seems to be an impera-
tive to work on these two aspects. The self was pre-
sented as a ‘marketable subject’ whose best qualities
should be sought out and showcased ([54]: 466) and was
sometimes talked about in business-like terms. As one
quote stated: ‘Know your worth. Then add tax’. The
need to strive towards continuous improvement in phys-
ique and in entrepreneurship was reinforced by the mer-
itocratic mindset that permeates many of these posts.
It is notable that most of the posts that referred to

entrepreneurial spirit and to physical activities in such
ways were posted by men (Fig.2). While women contrib-
uted to these content themes and sometimes used shared
hashtags, they also tended to emphasise their femininity
and the breaching of a typically male sphere. Hence, this
version of the good life, that of the affluent entrepreneur
leading a lavish lifestyle, seems to be one that is perpetuated
by men rather than women. However little information
could be found on what kind of entrepreneurial activities
these users led, hence this good life may be more aspir-
ational than actual. This could also explain the high propor-
tion of quotes and borrowed images in relation to
entrepreneurial spirit. As Rosenblum [60] explains, stylistic
conventions are shaped by economic, technical, political,
and social constraints. Style, she says, is not exclusively a
product of an autonomous set of shared understandings,
but at least partly determined by social organisation. As
most users cannot share pictures of themselves engaging in
entrepreneurial activities or enjoying a lavish lifestyle, they
share borrowed pictures or quotes.

2We qualify relationships of ‘significant’ if they sustain weights that are
relatively stronger than those of other relationships in the sample as
identified through incremental increases of the threshold of magnitude
[1]. In this paper, we focus on those of these relationships that are also
evidenced by the findings of the analysis of the subsample.
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The environmental impacts of the lavish lifestyle that
comes with the figure of the affluent entrepreneur are
obvious in terms of their high-material throughput. But
the narrative may also be problematic on social bases.
The incentives to delay gratification, work hard, and
have patience, could be beneficial in a range of fields,
but here they are applied to entrepreneurial success
measured by wealth and/or to the strive towards a phys-
ique epitomising traditionally male standards of beauty.
While on the surface, meritocracy appears a fair system
where success is obtained from hard work and merit, it
has also been described as an ideological weapon that in-
dividualises failure and favours a neoliberal elite [44].
Isolated incentives to self-responsibility and agency,
without consideration of systemic change, may contrib-
ute to maintaining an unfair system. The aesthetic con-
ventions used in this narrative suggest that in practice,
the lifestyle of the affluent entrepreneur is accessible to
few users. Additionally, posts favoured men with a trad-
itionally masculine physique, further limiting the accessi-
bility of the narrative to a particular subset of the
population.

The good life of the world traveller
This narrative appears in relation to the content themes
of food, travel, self, and significant others. Some of these
links are identified in the network analysis. The thematic
clusters colourised in blue (Fig. 1), namely hashtags re-
lated to ‘travel’, ‘photography’, ‘love’, and ‘positive quali-
fiers’, co-appear in posts that feature the content theme
of travel. Links are also evident with the two clusters in
red (‘fashion’ and ‘self-descriptors’). These links are fur-
ther reinforced by the images used (content and aesthet-
ics) and the captions. Links with the content themes of
food and significant others are evidenced in images and
captions.
Some of the photographs constituting the content

themes of travel and of food used designed aesthetics
and it is these that we focus on here. In fact, both con-
tent themes shared photographs, as users consumed
food in the context of travel. Photographs of a young
woman, sitting in front of a table of aesthetically ar-
ranged food, holding a cup of coffee, and turning away
to admire the view are an archetype of that theme. But
food also related to travel in the ways in which place
was conceptualised in both themes. Many of the photo-
graphs in the travel content theme referred to ‘nature’ as
a specific type of paradise of eternally blue skies and
pristine beaches and landscapes that served as a back-
drop for the user’s activities. Similarly, photographs of
food were sometimes depicted on the backdrop of a
beautiful landscape (or cityscape).
The subject of these photographs was typically a trad-

itionally beautiful young woman who is fashionable

(links with the ‘fashion’ thematic cluster), and, while
money was never mentioned, implicitly well-off. These
pictures represent the self under a good light as hashtags
also emphasised (#sexy, #hairgoals, #beautiful, #stylish).
Often, as we have noted, the young woman did not look
at the camera. This particular genre of photographs re-
sulted in a seemingly candid shot in which the life of the
user was staged in a curated mise-en-scène of beautiful
backgrounds and delicious foods [47]. The mise-en-scène
occasionally included staged relationships with signifi-
cant others. The depiction of these activities and their
framing as ‘paradise’ on Instagram - although under-
standable in the context of ‘harried’ everyday lives [65] -
contributes to epitomising travel as a fundamental com-
ponent of the good life.
Contrary to the good life of the entrepreneur, the good

life of the world-traveller seems to be, at least to some
extent, accessible to Instagram users, as many pictures
are posted on personal accounts and represent the user.
Additionally, photographs are less centred on material
goods and seem to favour experiences instead (to which
a certain amount of material goods, such as fashionable
clothes and aesthetically pleasing foods, are often neces-
sary). Theoretically, the promotion of experience over
material wealth has the potential to be a sustainable ap-
proach to what living well could mean [75]. However,
the realisation of this potential is unlikely in this case.
As increasingly more posts depict sunny vacations in
Bali or the Caribbean, exotic travel becomes normalised.
Yet, only a small portion of the world population can af-
ford holidays in faraway lands. Additionally, if the typical
figure of the good life narrative of the world-traveller is
the young woman who corresponds to the traditional
beauty standards, many people who do not conform to
these characteristics are barred from taking part.
From an environmental perspective, the increase of air

travel could potentially be disastrous as planes tend to
emit higher levels of greenhouse gases per passenger
miles than most other forms of transportation and re-
quire carbon-intensive maintenance and fuelling [35].
Although promising potentials of low-material intensity
and social democracy, the epitomisation of faraway
travel as the ultimate life experience makes it a comple-
mentary approach to the materialistic consumer dream.
But this narrative is also problematic in relation to its
understanding of place. Conceptualising places that cor-
respond to these particular characteristics as paradises
that we ‘love’ runs the risk of obscuring our dependency
on places of economic and ecological support that fall
short of meeting these criteria [56]. These are often
damaged through the establishment and maintenance of
such touristic paradise places. Tourist enclaves in Third
World countries may provide some support to their
economies, but they also contribute to the destruction of
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local habitats and obscure the living conditions of the lo-
cals. Instagram tourism photographs have previously
been associated with colonial discourses [66], and while
this is unlikely to qualify all Instagram images of travel
(Smith only analyses a specific subset of those), it further
reinforces the problematic aspects of some photographic
and touristic engagements with places of ‘paradise’.

The good life narrative of shared experiences
The last narrative manifested in relation to the content
themes of self, creative activities, physical activities, food,
and significant others. The links here are much more
tenuous, perhaps because they have not been established
through the use of a shared vocabulary (i.e. hashtags –
see Fig. 3) or photographic aesthetic. While many photo-
graphs corresponding to these themes shared the char-
acteristics of casual photography, these can seldom be
singled out as an aesthetic specific to this narrative as
casual photography is characteristic of most contempor-
ary photography [10, 47]. Some tentative links can how-
ever be established based on the attitudes that were
promoted in these posts, which may be approached
through Soper’s alternative hedonism [64]. Without ne-
cessary opposition to mainstream ideas of the good life
or open promotions of sustainable living, these posts
seemed to refer to alternative ideas of what living well
could mean.

In the content theme of the self, a minority of posts fo-
cused on what the user was doing (i.e. hiking, walking,
relaxing, etc.) and on how these activities made the user
feel (i.e. good, happy, joyful, etc.). These typically only re-
ferred to the user’s feelings in the captions and hashtags
rather than to any personality or bodily characteristics.
The decentralisation of the essential physical and mental
attributes for a focus on feelings instead shifts the avail-
ability of the narrative from a restricted group of people
who correspond to favoured particular characteristics of
beauty or personality to all. It is however notable that the
emphasis on states of mind on Instagram does not neces-
sarily widen the pool of possible acceptable ways of being,
as the depiction of negative feelings, or even neutral feel-
ings, is still typically frowned upon [33]. Yet, this shift has
the potential to decentralise the individual, particularly as
feelings are not only theoretically accessible to all, they
could also be shared with others [6].
It is on this basis that we link both physical activities,

significant others, and art to this conception of the self.
Users who referred to their physical activities in terms of
derived feelings also seemed to value them for enabling
them to spend quality time with significant others or by
themselves. A similar approach can be observed in the
case of the engagement or appreciation of creative activ-
ities. In these posts, the state of mind of the user, as a re-
sult of engagement or appreciation, was also emphasised.
Both art and physical activities are potential ways to share

Fig. 2 Two posts illustrating the good life narrative of the self-made affluent entrepreneur
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experiences with others. In this context, significant others
are celebrated for themselves and for the enjoyment that
they bring to shared activities. While in this sample users
did not create art with others, they actively sought to en-
gage an audience. Of course, an artist’s status is increased
through the valorisation of their work, and pleas for the
audience to appreciate one’s art can be understood as
manifestations of narcissism. But they can also be seen as
the manifestation of the changing expectations of an art-
ist’s work that result in increased pressure on artists to en-
gage viewers on social media [52].
The last link that needs highlighting is that with food,

and notably a particular understanding of place that was
conveyed in this theme. While the good life narrative of
the world-traveller invoked an understanding of place as
a backdrop, in this narrative place is understood as the
‘root’ of food. Understanding place as the origin of sus-
tenance, and by extension the origin of life, enables a
consideration of the interconnectedness of humans with
their environment. There are obvious environmental
benefits from this understanding of place [55].
Additionally, social benefits can be derived from a

shared engagement in and enjoyment of activities that
have a potential to be sustainable, whether they are
physical or creative activities. Crucially, posts that par-
took in this narrative were created both by men and
women, and depicted both men and women. It is not-
able that spending time with significant others, engaging
in creative endeavours, and physical activities have all
been highlighted as activities that have the potential to
be both low-environmental impact and have potential to
contribute to wellbeing [36].

Popularity of good life narratives
On average, the good life narrative of the successful
entrepreneur and that of the world-traveller had most

posts with high counts of likes. Indeed, Table 3 shows
that both the mean and the median number of likes of
posts that conveyed either of these two narratives won
more than double the number of likes of posts that con-
veyed the narrative of shared experience. Additionally,
these two narratives had posts with the highest number
of likes in the sample. But simply looking at engagement
on different posts runs the risk of returning a picture
biased by the purchase of likes, followers, and com-
ments. Looking at narratives that appear most often in
posts may be a better assessment of the popularity of
different good life narratives, bearing in mind that users
may be posting content that aligns with the type of con-
tent that is already perceived to be popular. The good
life narrative of the successful entrepreneur was the
most frequent one, followed by that of the world-
traveller. Hence these two narratives were most popular
both in terms of engagement and frequency.

The wider context of Instagram good life narratives
creation
This section aims to elucidate the context in which the
good life narratives appear by presenting a conceptual
reading of Instagram and exploring the place of the plat-
form in narrative creation and maintenance.

Instagram as a social conversation
Multiple interpretations of Instagram have associated
the practice with self-promotion (i.e. [18, 38, 63]). In this
paper, we instead suggest a reading that borrows from
Douglas and Isherwood’s [17] analysis of consumer
goods to argue that what happens on the platform is
part of a wider social conversation that provides moral
judgements on how one ought to live one’s life and what
ought to be good about it. Under this understanding of
Instagram activity, all posts can be seen as contributing

Fig. 3 Two posts illustraying the good life narrative as shared experience
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to a discussion of what living well means, and how it
should be done. For instance, in a study of Instagram
posts relating to pregnancy, Tiidenberg and Baym [73]
concluded that the posts contributed to defining (and re-
inforcing) what ‘normal’ pregnancy should be like and
look like. Users who post and engage with Instagram
posts contribute to the (re)production and circulation of
particular narratives.
Assuming that Instagram is indeed a social conversa-

tion, to participate, at minimum, users need to post. But
the sheer number of users and the platform design com-
bine to ensure that each post will only be visible for a
limited amount of time [9], typically to a rather small
circle of people. To have a chance at remaining visible
and reaching more viewers, users must obtain more likes
and comments than others. This is done through tag-
ging, engaging viewers, but also through the purchase of
likes and comments. These are used as a currency.
Douglas and Isherwood would call them ‘marking ser-
vices’: through the distribution of likes, comments, and
followings, users circulate judgement on the validity of
the content they are viewing. Being a popular user, gives
one more discursive space in the conversation, as the
platform’s design ensures that these users’ posts reach
more viewers. In terms of exposure, there is a
phenomenon of ‘the rich get richer’ on Instagram [2].
In the process of commenting, liking, following, users

contribute to the sedimentation of particular ways of un-
derstanding what living well means. Fixing these mean-
ings is essential to the functioning of society [17]. As
earlier family albums contributed both to showing that
their owners have the knowledge of which aspects of life
should be celebrated and reinforce that these are the
ones that should be celebrated [10], so do Instagram
posts. Posts can also be used to displace meanings [48]
that are too fragile and tenuous to be confronted with
reality. The less glamorous aspects of travel or entrepre-
neurial work are seldom displayed on the platform.
While McCracken’s theory of meaning displacement was
originally conceived in relation to consumer goods, it
has also been applied to travel photographs by Belk and
Hsiu-Yen [4] and can easily be extended to Instagram
images as a whole. McCracken argues that the gap

between the ideals to which we aspire and our lived real-
ities must be maintained, or they risk being tarnished.
Alongside the establishment, maintenance, and modifi-

cation of shared ideals, users’ engagement with the plat-
form enables them to help create the social world and
find ‘a creditable place’ in it [16]. As users enter the so-
cial conversation by posting content and engaging with
others, they also contribute to defining their role in that
conversation. In this sample, users sometimes explicitly
emphasised the role of their personal pages in crafting
their image by titling their personal pages ‘my world’
(and variants) or including phrases such as ‘here you can
find a little bit of myself’ in their page descriptions.
However, conceptualising Instagram activity in this

way does not necessarily suggest that Instagram could
supplant or displace consumption, and in this way con-
tribute to sustainability by providing a ‘dematerialised’
output for social conversations. First, one should be
careful to distinguish between digital virtual artifacts
(such as Instagram posts), which are immaterial, and
digital devices used to access digital information [32].
These devices are material-dense, energy-intensive dur-
ing use and production phases, and are characterised by
a commonly short lifespan. Second, notwithstanding the
material intensity of electronic devices, adequately post-
ing on Instagram can require high material throughput,
as we explain below.

Participating in social conversations
The precise effects of good life narratives that are found
on Instagram may be difficult to tell. This is notably be-
cause it is impossible to isolate media from the range of
other information sources that we interact with – so in-
terpretations are established in relation to a variety of
objects [12], because different groups of people will in-
terpret the same text differently [43], because contexts
of interpretation play a role in the interpretation process
[42], and because texts may have unexpected and unin-
tended effects. While this study does not assess the in-
fluence that Instagram posts may have on viewers’
values or describe the readings that users make, it en-
ables some suggestions as to how participation on the
platform may matter.

Table 3 Table of number of total posts and engagement (as determined by number of likes) of the three narratives

Total number of posts Mean nb of likes per post Median nb of likes per post Top three like counts

Affluent entrepreneur 79 150 63 2129
1221
1059

World-traveller 67 167 81 1314
959
887

Shared experience 54 66 38 574
335
246
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To take part, one has to learn the rules of adequate
participation on the platform. Participating on Instagram
necessitates learning new ways of seeing that enable
users to discern ‘Instagram-worthy’ content [50]. This
happens through repeated engagement with the platform
that creates an understanding of what kind of content is
popular and adequate to be posted. It has been recog-
nised that the use of a consistent vocabulary facilitates
the broadcast of narratives, as they tend to be more eas-
ily recognised [74]. We can further extend this observa-
tion to aesthetics and image contents. Narratives that
use consistent vocabulary and imagery are more easily
identified. The popularity and consistency of the good
life narrative of the entrepreneur, and that of the world-
traveller, reinforce their status as adequate forms of par-
ticipation. Additionally, the use of a consistent set of
hashtags in these posts (yellow, blue, and red thematic
clusters – Fig. 1) contributes to physically shaping the
discursive space of in favour of these narratives. Hash-
tags used consistently ensure that a narrative can appear
‘en masse’ in relation to a wider range of hashtags, ef-
fectively carving out a space for that narrative.
The analysis shows that many users participate by

posting content that corresponds to the narrative of the
entrepreneur and to that of the world-traveller. Posting
this type of content does not necessarily indicate an ad-
herence to these values, but it does entail the undertak-
ing of some practical actions. Admittedly, we have
shown that, in most cases, the good life narrative of the
successful entrepreneur is more aspirational than actual,
and that most posts related to entrepreneurship mostly
consist in quotes or images borrowed from elsewhere.
But that of the world-traveller necessitates a range of
paraphernalia including fashionable outfits and transpor-
tation to various destinations. Hence to adequately par-
ticipate users must buy the apparel and travel, because
the aesthetic conventions of this narrative require users
to post their own images. World-travel involves the con-
sumption of a bundle of goods that is much less sustain-
able than other bundles of goods are. In the case of
exotic travel, that can happen in touristic enclaves, it
may also involve the (often unknown) participation in a
system of oppression of local inhabitants.
Adequate participation can also have repercussions for

the users themselves. For instance, it has been acknowl-
edged that users who aspire to becoming entrepreneurs
can be lured by faux-traders into enrolling in binary op-
tions trading schemes that are rigged against them [7],
or be targeted by predatory multi-level marketing agen-
cies [3]. These predatory schemes are advertised on
Instagram by showcasing a ‘dream life’ that, through
hard work, anyone can achieve. But statistics show a dif-
ferent reality. A recent Guardian investigative article re-
veals that the National Fraud Authority estimates that a

staggering £59 m had been defrauded from UK residents
in 2017 from binary options alone. Hence participating
on the platform as a ‘world-traveller’ or a ‘successful
entrepreneur’, can have important consequences in en-
vironmental, social, and economic terms.

Who sets the standards of participation?
We now turn to the question of who sets the standards
of adequate participation on Instagram. We have argued,
with Douglas and Isherwood [17], that in social conver-
sations, participants who have been judged by others to
be skilled participants both provide judgements that
tend to hold more value than those of other participants
and have more power to direct attention than other par-
ticipants do. Effectively, being judged as skilful equates
to accruing more likes/comments/followers than others.
This can be achieved either by being already famous (ce-
lebrities such as Emma Watson or Cristiano Ronaldo) or
by providing content that is judged by others to be fit to
be posted on Instagram. For the second category of
users, becoming popular can involve buying likes, com-
ments, and followers, or using hashtags provided by Pri-
laga. Both categories of popular users are sought after by
businesses to advertise their products. It is necessary to
emphasise the extent to which external for-profit influ-
ences contribute to define the discursive space of the
good life on Instagram. Meanings can be derived both
from lived and from mediated experiences [19]. The cap-
acity of Instagram posts to mediate understandings of
the good life is currently mostly harnessed by businesses
because they have the capacity to fund the creative work
that underpins participation on the platform.
According to Klear [39], a social media analytics and

intelligence platform, in 2018, Instagram influencers
posted over 2.1 million sponsored posts on the platform.
The wide majority of these was created by Millennial,
women, micro-influencers.3 These are typically users
who have become popular through their Instagram ac-
tivity rather than celebrities, as celebrities tend to have a
much larger follower count. They post in relation to life-
style, fashion, beauty, travel, food, home design, photog-
raphy, parenting, fitness and wellness, as well as
electronic gadgets. Instagram influencer marketing grew
by over 39% in 2018 [39], suggesting that brands are in-
creasing their share of the discursive space, and their
messages are delivered by users whose judgements are
more valued than those of others. Indeed, studies have
found that influencers are perceived to be more trust-
worthy than traditional celebrities [26]. As the share of
discursive space that is occupied by sponsored content
increases, there is a danger that what constitutes

3A user is typically considered to be a micro-influencer if they have be-
tween 10 K–100 K followers.
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adequate participation will be increasingly dictated by
business logics.

Conclusion
Instagram is popular with young people and occupies an
important place in the maintenance of shared meanings
supporting social ideals. Through the association of par-
ticular images and discourses with the ‘good life’, the
narratives that can be found on Instagram can play a
role in young people’s definitions of their aspirations
and understanding of a worthwhile life. This paper has
shown that the two most frequent and popular good life
narratives that could be found in this sample of Insta-
gram posts provided less sustainable approaches to living
well. Conceptualising Instagram as a social conversation
highlights the necessity to pay attention not only to how
the conversation shapes the world for others but also
what it requires us to do to adequately participate. The
predominance of two relatively less sustainable narra-
tives in an important space of meaning-making for
young people suggests a challenge to sustainability.
Popular users have more power in setting the stan-

dards of ‘good participation’ and for-profit companies
are increasingly making use of this influence by provid-
ing financial compensation for online marketing. More
sustainable understandings of the good life, such as the
narrative of shared experience, do exist on Instagram
and seem to be attractive to users. However, the lack of
a consistent vocabulary and a distinctive aesthetic con-
vention makes it less identifiable as a resource for
meaning-making and as a mode of participation on the
platform. Additionally, participation in the creation and
maintenance of more sustainable good life narratives
lacks the support that for-profit companies grant to the
promotion of less sustainable narratives. Perhaps there is
a role for organisations that seek to promote sustainabil-
ity to provide support for existing narratives of a more
sustainable the good life and in doing so to valorise
users’ own participation on the platform.
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