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The self-presentation of influencers
on Instagram and its significance

for girls

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS OF A SERIES OF STUDIES

Maya Gotz

A series of studies has investigated
what characterizes the self-presenta-
tion of successful female influencers
on Instagram, and what this can
mean for the self-presentation of
girls on Instagram.

They smileinto the camera with their
perfect faces, and pose in beautiful
places. Their bodies are super-slim,
theirclothingfromfashionablebrands.
What influencers present, especially
on Instagram, is a perfect world of
fashion, travel and trendy lifestyles.
Since it was launched in 2010, the
image-based platform Instagram has
been one of the fastest-growing glo-
bal social networks, and is used by a
billion users worldwide every month
(as of June 2018).! In 2016, Instagram
announced that every minute, more
than 40,000 photos and videos were
being uploaded, i.e. nearly 60 million
items per day (Instagram, 2016). This
makesInstagramanextremelyattrac-
tive platformforonlinemarketingand
influencers; thefocus on picturesand
videosallowsaverydirectformof self-
presentationwithahighmarketvalue
(Rainie et al., 2012).

Foryoung people in Germany, Insta-
gramisthemostpopularonlineservice
after YouTube and WhatsApp, having
seen a surge in popularity over the
last year. Instagram use is especially
highamong 14-to 15-year-olds: 73 %
of adolescents use it daily or several
timesaweek (Feierabendetal., 2018).
If young people are on Instagram,

they mainlyfollow people they know
personally (97 %), but also stars or
celebrities (influencers) (81 %), and
they commenton photosandvideos
from other users (81 %). At least 85 %
of the 12- to 19-year-olds who use
Instagram post photos and videos
themselves (Feierabend etal., 2018).
A series of studies conducted by IZI
jointly with the MaLisa Foundation
has examined what characterizesthe
self-presentation of successful influ-
encers on Instagram, and what this
might mean forthe self-presentation
of girlsonInstagram.Whatfollowsisa
summaryofthefindings(seealsoGétz,
2019; Gotz & Becker, 2019).

HOW FEMALE INFLUENCERS
PRESENT THEMSELVES ON
INSTAGRAM

Approach 1: What female influ-
encers post about themselves

Influencers,i.e.peoplewhostartsocial
interactionsby posting content (texts,
images,audio,video)onasubjectarea,
frequently,regularly,andontheirown
initiative, are the new role-models of
today’s preteens and teenagers.

Theirappeal lies mainly in the image
they transmit of themselves: the im-
pressionthey give of being authentic,
honest,and expertsintheirfield,and
of having similarvaluestotheirtarget
group (Scott, 2018). Self-branding
becomes their cultural capital, and

thus the basis for their commercial
success(Khedher,2014).Self-marketing
becomesaconstitutiveelementof life
(Hearn, 2008, p. 211).

In order to position themselves ap-
pealinglyasabrandfortheirfollowers,
it is essential for influencers to post
photos of themselves regularly. Each
picture individually is part of their
self-branding, as is the account as a
whole.Toanalysehowwomenpresent
themselveshere,thefirststepwasade-
scriptivestandardizedcontentanalysis
ofthelnstagramaccountsofthe 10In-
stagrammerswiththehighestnumber
of followers, looking at 30 randomly
chosenimagesfromeachaccount.The
images(n=300)werecodedaccording
towho can be seen with whatimage
segment, and whether there is any
obvioussexualization oreroticization.
The analysis showed that female
influencers mainly post pictures in
whichtheythemselvesarethe central
focus (76 % of all images). There are
alsophotosinwhichthey canbeseen
with friends or colleagues (12 %), and
pictures with their partner (9 %). Oc-
casionally they also post pictures of
themselves with dogs or cats, rarely
with their own children. Thus the
visual self-brandingis primarily based
onthepersonoftheinfluencerherself,
supplemented by other people from
herlife.Inthe pictures, theinfluencers
aremainlyvisibleinfull-bodyshotsin-
cluding their feet (35 %) or in portrait
shots with face, shoulders and part of
the upperbody (35 %). There are also
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pictures showing their bodies down
to the buttocks (15 %) or knee (12 %).
Photosshowingonlytheface, without
the shoulders, are rare (4 %). Overall,
in 6 out of 10 photos the influencers’
bodies are the central focus of their
self-branding,in4 outof 10theirfaces.
In most of the images (78 %) the in-
fluencersarenotobviously sexualized
or presented in an erotically inviting
way, but they are sometimes flirta-
tiously provocative (10%) orsexualized
(7 %). Here, however, there are clear
differences between the individual
Instagrammers.WhilethesingerShirin
Davidmainlypresentsherbodyandits
curves,clearlysexualizingherselfinthe
process, the twins Lisa and Lena, for
example, presentthemselveswithout
explicit eroticization or sexualization
in all their pictures.

Approach 2: A high degree of
similarity, but with a USP - a
qualitative look at the accounts

Despitealltheobvioussimilarities, the
profilesdoshowindividualtendencies.
The qualitative analysis of the profiles
shows, for example, how Dagi Bee
presents herself as someone whois
“genuine” and “deeply admired and
lovedbyherboyfriend,thenhusband”
—andwhohas particularcompetence
in the area of make-up design. Bibi
(from BibisBeautyPalace) presents
herself mainly in the shared intimacy
ofhereverydaylifewith herboyfriend
and later husband, including phases
of pregnancy and asayoung mother.
These are images of a fulfilled life of
idealized femininity.In contrast, Heidi
Klum'’s Instagram account presents
her primarily as a woman of many
facets.Sheappearsalone muchmore
seldomthanallthe otherinfluencers,
and instead shows herself with her
boyfriend and friends, sometimesin
intimate situations and an informal
atmosphere, thus presenting herself
as a spontaneous and very much
socially integrated person. The more
closely the accounts are examined,
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themoreclearlytendenciesandslight
differencesemerge.Thebasictenden-
cy remains, however:all the pictures,
without exception, show beautifully
presented and/or cheerful women,
extremely slim, with long, styled hair
and no skin blemishes or visible flab.

Approach 3: Analysis of poses,
gestures and gaze behaviour

To expand the spectrum of influen-
cers and systematically explore the
key research questions (about supra-
individual, recurring details relating
to poses, facial expressions and gaze
behaviour in self-presentation), the
number of influencers wasincreased
ton=66inthe next phase.FemaleIn-
stagrammerswhoarefollowedbygirls
(aged14to19)wereselected,andagain
n=300imageswerechosen.Thistime
thefocus was on photos in which the
influencers appear on theirown, and
which haveobviously beenstagedfor
a professional camera shot.

The analysis investigated whether
recurring patterns appeared. The fol-
lowing pointsbecomeevident:female
influencers are always very thin, with
longhairandwell-groomed,made-up
faces.Inthe photos, theinfluencersre-
peatedlypresentthemselvesinsimilar
postures.Theyusuallystandasymmet-
ricallyinapositionthatoptimizestheir
body shape. Typical poses are:

IIl. 1: A recurring pattern in gaze behaviour:
the playfully innocent gaze

e one leg turned out to the side,

e accidentally crossed legs,

o the”S-curve”

e a“spontaneous” glance over the
shoulder.

Typical gestures are a hand raised to
the hair orface, as if by chance. Recur-
ring patterns canalso be identifiedin
their gaze behaviour:

e the provocatively erotic gaze,

e theintense, direct gaze,

e the playfullyinnocentgaze (lll. 1),
e theintrospective gaze,

e thedreamygazeintothedistance.
Overall,themediaanalysisshows3types
of self-presentationamongfemaleinflu-
encers,inthepictureswheretheyappear
alone:theeroticallyattractivewoman,the
likeably naivewoman,and the beautiful
woman, casually photographed. All 3
typesare forms of traditional presen-
tations of femininity.

People who in many respects differ
markedlyasindividualsarepresenting
themselvesinanastonishingly similar
way, withthe samegestures,insimilar
places, and with a similar portfolio.
In this way the “Instafamous” (Spech,
2016) define - for those who follow
them and take their cues from them
- the parameters of what being an
attractivewomantodayinvolves,and
present a consistently similar post-
feminist masquerade (see McRobbie,
2010).

SIGNIFICANCE FOR
ADOLESCENTS

Adolescentsareonlineforsomewhat
over 3.5 hours perday,and 73 % use
the social network Instagram daily
or several times a week. They follow
influencers and people they know
personally, make comments, and
postphotosandvideosofthemselves
(Feierabend etal., 2018).This makes
Instagram, at present, the biggest
platform for visual self-presentation
by adolescents worldwide. Girlsand
youngwomenin particular post vast
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numbers of pictures of themselves
here, presenting their lifeand identi-
ty to others (de Aguiar Pereira, 2016).
This offersyoungwomen new oppor-
tunities to make themselves visible,
showthemselvesintheirowndistinct
identity,and give themselvesavoice.
Yet even a superficial glance shows
thatan astonishing similarity prevails
among these images. How does this
comeabout? Qualitative case studies
and arepresentative survey were car-
ried out to investigate this question.

Case studies on the self-presen-
tation of girls (aged 14 to 16)

7individual case studies were used to
examinehowgirlscreatetheirpostson
Instagram, whatisimportanttothem
here,andwhattheyavoid.Thestudies
showthatthegirlshavemostlybeenon
Instagram for longer than ayear,and
postphotosregularly.Theythemselves
are the central focus of their presen-
tation. The photos they post are not
random,butusuallystrategicallystage-
managed.

Inthispresentation, theirfacialexpres-
sion, hairand posture are particularly
important to them; all of these things
are meant to look “perfect” and “na-
tural”. They would never upload a
picture that was “not perfect”, where
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theydid notlookslim, forexample, or
hadmessyhairornomake-up.Thegirls
arepreparedtoinvestconsiderableef-
fortin producing these pictures, and
often take up to 20 attempts before
theyachievetheperfect“natural”and
“spontaneous” picture.

They learn what a perfect picture
lookslikefromtheinfluencers,copying
their postures and their little tricks,
and usingfilters toremove unwanted
peoplefromtheirphotosandsmooth
outirregularitiesandperceivedinade-
quaciesinthemselves.Looking back,
they started off by posting a wider
rangeofimagesofthemselves,butover
time this has developed increasingly
towards the perfect picture. They are
now embarrassed by their older self-
presentations,inwhichtheyare more
individual, forexample, and more fo-
cusedonfunthanperfection.A“post-
feminist masquerade” isemergingas
thenewculturaldominant(McRobbie,
2009, p. 63). The explicit role-models
forthisarefemaleinfluencersandtheir
self-presentation on Instagram.

Comparison between the
self-presentation of successful
female Instagrammers and girls

In the next step, the 300 images of
successfulinfluencerswerecompared
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with the pictures of the girls from
the case studies. There were obvious
and striking similarities. Both present
themselves as very slim (in some ca-
ses editing with filters), always with
strategically selected posesand facial
expressions, with make-up, and with
no skin blemishes. Both influencers
and“normal” girls show typical poses
intheir self-presentation (S shape, ca-
sually crossed legs, hand in hair etc.).
If possible, the girls travel to the same
placesastheinfluencersandcopytheir
stagedimages downtothelast detail
(.2 and 3).

Besidesthepressureofalwayshavingto
presentandeditthemselves,whatthis
means for the girls is that most facets
oftheirselfand most of theireveryday
experiencesarenotgivenanyspacein
theirself-presentation.Theirowniden-
tity can only be shown within a very
narrow framework, which is shaped
byinfluencersandthus (in part) by the
fashionandbeautyindustry,although
the girls are not able to discern this
connection. Are the girls from the
individual case studies an exception?

Representative survey

In a representative sample of n=846
adolescentsaged between 12and 19,
404 of them girls,? selected findings
fromtheindividual case studies were
tested to seeif they were relevant for
adolescents in general and girls in
particular.

The result that emerged was that 3
quarters of all girls at least sometimes
uploadpicturestosocialnetworks.Inthis
self-presentation,girlsfinditparticularly
importanttoshowthemselvesas“cheer-
ful” (90 %), at their best (87 %) and “as
slimaspossible” (81 %),and atthesame
timetolookasnaturalaspossible (88%).
Toachieve this, 49 % of the girls atleast
sometimes usefilter software, without
seeingany contradiction betweenthis
andtheirdesiretolook“natural”.69%
touchuptheirhair, 70%maketheirskin
smoother,and athird change thesize
and colour of their eyes or make their
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Ill. 4: The development of self-presentation in increasingly stereotypical forms

belly flatter (33 % for each of these).
Here there are significant similarities
with the people they are following.
Thereisa94 % probability that those
followingamodelorYouTuberwillfind
itimportanttolookslim.Girlswhofol-
lowbeauty YouTubersmoreoftenuse
filters and more often touch up their
make-up. All those who follow Heidi
Klum at least sometimes use filters to
improve their skin,and most of them
whiten their teeth in their photos. So
thegirlsintheindividual case studies
are anything but exceptions.

Conclusion

Thestudyshowsthatgirlswhopresent
themselvesonInstagramusuallydoso
with a very critical attitude towards
theirnaturalappearance.Femaleinflu-
encershaveasignificantand demon-
strablerole-modelfunctionfortheway
girls presentthemselves. Theyaccept
themunquestioninglyasidealfigures,
andtrytofollowtheminappearance,
gestures,expressions,locationsetc.The
resultismasquerade-like repetition of
thesameposes,againandagain.Asthe
girls’own appearance normally does
notmeetthestandard, they usetricks
and filters to compensate, to make
their bodies seem “spontaneously
natural”. This leads to a distortion of
the understanding of “natural” and
“spontaneous”,and the masquerade
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becomestheunquestionedstandard,
allowing no divergence. The edited
image seems more natural than the
realappearance(Kleemansetal.,2018).
In an ever-narrowing circle, the self-
presentation ofthegirls—butalsothat
of the professionals — becomes more
restricted and more identical (lll. 4).

NOTES

Thttps://de.statista.com/infografik/14364/anzahl-
der-monatlich-aktiven-nutzer-von-instagram/
[7 March 2019]

2Conductedbylconkids&Youth.Thesample,selec-
tedat 150 BIK sample points,isapportioned by
quotaaccordingtotherespondents’age,sexand
migrationbackground,schoolattendance/school-
leavingqualification,distributionbyfederalstate
and municipality size class,and marital status of
themother,andisrepresentativeofthepopulation
ofall12-to 19-year-oldsin privatehouseholdsin
Germany: 6.1 million, of whom 5.29 million are
intheformerWest Germanyand 0.81 millionin
theformerEastGermany.Therepresentativeness
oftheyoungpeoplesurveyed correspondstoa
probability sample ofthesamemagnitude;ata
significancelevelof90%,theconfidenceinterval
for n=846 is (in the worst case) +3.99 % as a
sampling error. The field work was carried out
from 2 to 31 March 2018.

3Permission hasbeen givento use the pictures of
therespondentsinanacademic contextinthe
framework of this study; any further use and/
or reproduction without explicit permission is
prohibited.
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