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Undertaking digital ethnography on and with Instagram

Marissa Willcox, Richard Rogers, Marije Peute and Natalia Stanusch

Instagram as site for digital ethnography

Since its founding in 2010, Instagram, the photo and video sharing and social networking
platform, has been integrated into the everyday life of its users. With over 1.4 billion users
worldwide, Instagrammers have embraced the medium to express their identity and position
themselves as creators and mediators of cultural content. Instagram is one of the most popular

spaces of production of identity and sociality online.

One line of scholarship and interest here is concerned with the labor put into making oneself
visible, both in terms of staging a particular look or aesthetic, but also in maintaining a fan base
or following, within the infrastructure of Instagram. How do Instagram users, particularly content
creators, influencers and digital nomads (but also everyday users), achieve visibility and
maintain a following? And how do Instagram’s users navigate its cultural landscape, balancing

their own identity with the prevalent norms of Instagram’s vernacular?

In studying visibility, relational labor and identity-making, digital ethnography lends itself well as
a method. Digital ethnography not only allows interviewees to give their own account of a
phenomenon, but it moreover makes use of the specific ‘space’ users are embedded in to make
sense of their activities online. Two examples of digital ethnographic platform-focused methods
that researchers employ are: the scroll back method (Robards and Lincoln, 2019) and
Instagram Live interviewing (Willcox, 2022). As with other qualitative methods, both of these

involve having the researcher build trust with the interviewees and informants prior to employing



these methods. Both methods also require practical and analytical skills including recording

interviews and in making transcripts for further analysis.

The scroll back method is a technique whereby the researcher has the Instagram user scroll
through past posts and discuss them (Robards and Lincoln, 2017; Robards and Lincoln, 2019).
The discussion with the user or research participant would revolve around the work put into the
staging of photos as well as the captioning and other packaging of the post. It also would
include how the Instagram user imagines his/her/their audience and looks to track the
interactions with followers so as to build and maintain a following. Some guestions might be:
Which posts were particularly popular and less so? How did they learn from the reactions? And
how do they feel when they scroll past their own profile, or feed? What kind of image do they
have of themselves? In discussing past posts the users are included in the analyses of their

posts.

Unlike the scroll back, where one looks back at posts, the Instagram Live interviewing (Willcox,
2022) method focuses on the ‘now’ in that it produces and captures new Instagram user
content. One principle behind the method is that the interviewee is in their medium of choice,
and are able to use the tools and techniques of the platform to express themselves. Thus, it has
as its point of departure one of the main foundations of ethnography: looking at research sites
from the perspective of the ‘native’, or, is in this case, the digital native. For the researcher, the
method allows for observing and capturing how a user acts and reacts in the online space, e.g.,

through setting a scene, turning on or off comments, reacting to other viewers, etc.

In the following section, we first discuss some jumping off points in the rise of digital

ethnography before turning to the methods in more detail.

The rise of digital ethnography



The foundations of ethnography can be attributed to the field of cultural anthropology (Geertz,
1973; Mead, et al. 1973; Congquergood, 1991) but also to the sociological methods in the
Chicago School in the 1920s. Even in early European academic circles which studied folk
cultures in the 19" century (Pelto, 2016) there are traces of ethnographic texts. Mathias A.
Castren, who some consider one of the first ethnographic field researchers, remarked that
‘ethnography could be regarded as a part of cultural history, but not all nations possess a history
in the textual sense; instead, their history consists of ethnography’ (Castren, 1857, p. 8 quoted
in Pelto, 2016, p.18). We are influenced by these critical texts when approaching our research
while at the same time joining ‘virtual’ and ‘digital’ ethnographers in rethinking how to apply

them in a new setting.

Digital ethnography has a rich foundation which predates the currently popular text published by
Sarah Pink and colleagues (2015) entitled Digital Ethnography: Principles and Practices. We
consider Christine Hine’s (2000) Virtual Ethnography and Daniel Miller and Don Slater’s The
Internet: An Ethnographic Approach (2000) as foundational texts which constitute the early field.
Hine’s innovation was to have first encounters with and to participate in and observe
communities online, while Slater and Miller's was to visit internet cafes, observing and
interviewing internet users in sspecific locales in Trinidad and Tobago. They ultimately argue
that the internet is not necessarily a global village, a cyberspace or virtual realm but localized,
i.e., there is a Trini internet (so to speak). Heather Horst and Daniel Miller's (2012) Digital
Anthropology and Deborah Lupton’s (2014) Digital Sociology (among other authors and texts)
also have contributed to the current principles which underpin digital ethnographic practice and

the study of cultures through the digital, particularly with platforms.

This piece outlines two methods in digital ethnographic research, the scroll back and Instagram
Live interviewing. The scroll back approach, employed initially for the study of life narratives via

social media (Robards and Lincoln, 2017), may be used for a variety of topics. It may prompt



discussion of “romantic relationships, family life, alcohol consumption, body image, political
participation” and other topics (Robards and Lincoln, 2019, p. 2). The user also shapes the
topics discussed. The Instagram Live interviewing technique is a manner of conducting semi-
structured interviews (Galletta, 2013), but where the Instagram user is in his/her own digital
space, or usual medium. Apart from producing interview material, it also enables the researcher

to observe the ways the user creates and mediates their Instagram persona while interviewing.

Scroll Back Method

Instagram is often described by its users as a diary that enables them to reflect on a period in
their lives through photos. By curating posts, deleting pictures, or highlighting stories, they
curate the representation of their own self through time. Thus, Instagram can shape the
identification process of young people. Although we cannot rigorously map Instagram’s effects
on contemporary identity formation through qualitative methods, we can try to understand better
how, when and why Instagram is navigated as a tool for emerging into adulthood by young

people.

To study this dynamic process, whereby the private (content creation), public (the outputs, open
for the world) the off- and the online realm merge, the platform itself can be used to narrate and
steer conversations. The scroll back method allows researchers to apply life narrative interview
techniques on the subject of emerging into adulthood in the age of Instagram (Robards &
Lincoln, 2017). It entails the interviewee scrolling through their own profile, feed and followers,
while reflecting on their own practices and content. The researcher guides their process by
asking how pictures are chosen, where they are taken, and how the interviewee experiences

looking back on their timeline.

In the beginning, interviewees often feel awkward and vulnerable when displaying their content

to a stranger, despite the awareness that everyone could observe their profile in this manner.



This is also because of the feelings of shame frequent Instagram users can experience, since
it's still considered as a ‘frivolous’ way to spend your time (Abidin, 2016). However, once the
respondents feel safe and understand the amount of detail researchers are interested in, they
start improvising by choosing their own pictures or stories to share. Content becomes more
meaningful and ‘chosen’ when interviewees have a vivid memory of the particular moment or

situation they took the picture in, and how this aligns with their newer self.

The scroll back method results in rich data on growing up in the age of Instagram, from the
perspective of young people themselves. The following excerpt from the ethnographic

documentary Instaworthy by Peute and Rus (2021, p. 11) illustrates this:

Marije (@marije.boomsma) scrolls back to the beginning of her Instagram feed. It is a long
journey past job changes, migration, the start and end of a marriage, until we reach the very
beginning: 2012. We see pictures with yellow hues created by filters that were trending at the
time, depicting a teacup with a lunch bowl, a piece of colourful cloth, a train station. It is a
sharp contrast to her more recent posts, in which she herself is the primary subject,
embellished by subtle filters, posing in colourful outfits. Media and event manager Marije
used to ridicule people using social media. ‘When Hyves [the first Dutch social media
platform] started out, | didn’t want to partake. It seemed like a silly idea to display your own
personality when you’re not promoting anything’, she reflects. Her ideas on social media
shifted when taking selfies became commonplace. She now enjoys the ‘crafting’ of

Instagram content.

Instagram’s users have a major role in the production of content, and at the same time their
perspective is often overlooked in media studies. The scroll back method allows interviewees to
be included in the analysis of content, its meaning, vernacular and platform functionalities. The

scroll back method not only leads to richer data. It is often experienced as therapeutic by


mailto:(@marije.boomsma

interviewees, owing to the empowering effect this method can have, if applied in a safe way by

the researcher. It encourages interviewees to craft their own narrative.

Instagram Live Interviewing

As a prelude to the Instagram Live interviewing method, we find Anna Tsing’s (2005) work in
Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection to be emblematic of researching across and
within assemblages and networks such as Instagram communities. Tsing asks, ‘how does one

do an ethnography of global connections?’ (Tsing, 2005, p.xi). She answers with the following:

To focus on zones of awkward engagement, where words mean something different
across a divide ... These zones of cultural friction are transient; they arise out of
encounters and interaction. They reappear in new places with changing events. The only

ways | can think of to study them are patchwork and haphazard. (Tsing, 2005, p. xi)

The approach we are interested in embraces ethnographic work across differing social and
cultural contexts, much like Tsing’s work. To undertake such patchworked research, one must
break down their methods into steps, or rather, into sections (like on a patchwork quilt). For us,

the section of our research we describe here is Instagram Live Interviewing.

Live streamed interviews have been used in video game research on Twitch (Taylor, 2018), but
live streaming interviews through Instagram Live is novel. In Instagram Live Interviewing
(Willcox, 2022), the methodological focus on ‘live’ investigation involves streaming a second
round of participant interviews on Instagram Live through the participants’ Instagram pages.
First, to build a relationship with a research participant, the researcher conducts an interview
privately, over zoom or in person. This is to ensure that the participant feels comfortable. The
research questions are developed around themes, and the conversation can flow in directions

the participant dictates. After the first interview, the researcher asks for a follow up interview,



which is broadcast through the participant’s Instagram Live. The questions need to be
developed further to suit the themes which were discussed in the first interview, and they most
often need to be made shorter (to last around 30 minutes) so as to keep the audience of the
Live video interested. Also, we tend to ask the participants if there is anything they are

uncomfortable speaking about Live. The steps to conducting the interview look as follows:

The steps to conducting the Instagram Live interview:

1.) Asking the participant to start the Live video

2.) Tuning into their live stream and requesting to join their live video
3.) The researcher accepting the request

4.) Turning on the ‘screen recording’ function (for iPhone)

5.) Asking the participant to save to their Instagram TV (IGTV)

me - me mm

Request to be in siliebanks's
live video

ailiebanks accepted your
request to join their live video.

Screenshots of how to conduct a live interview on Instagram with Willcox and Participant



The participants Willcox interviewed all had over 10,000 followers and identified as influencers,
so asking them to conduct the second interview on Instagram Live seemed like a suitable
practice in order to disseminate the research data that was generated, to a broader media
public (Butsch, 2007). This liveness of the interview on Instagram Live is an act of making the

data with the participants, in a space where they have agency.

The method in practice

Being in a public space like Instagram Live has its benefits and risks for both the researcher and
participants. It puts the researcher into a state of flux, where the community and the participant
are in control of the interactions and, in turn, can guide the conversation and redirect the
research goals. It is uncomfortable and non-traditional. While conducting live interviews for
Willcox’s previous work, there was an instance when a follower kept commenting with harassing
remarks such as ‘so beautiful’, ‘I'm so horny’ and ‘hi, speak to me’, which was distracting.
Encountering these kinds of sexually harassing comments (and other kinds of abusive
behaviours) is a risk when conducting live interviews. In this case, the participant seemed
unfased by the interruption, as she noted that she often experiences trolling, misogyny and
online sexual abuse as a result of being a public facing influencer with an open access profile
(which is an issue in itself, though not the focus of this section). For some other participants,
however, this type of interruption during an interview might be more disturbing. Therefore, it is
worth being cautious when considering the types of people who are able to be interviewed in
live, public online settings. Recognising the ability of negative and disruptive follower comments
to cause harm, we suggest to either be clear as to not engage with follower comments, or, to
advise the followers during the interview that this is a recorded and analyzed interview, so
though their comments (in the transcripts) are anonymised. Willcox chose not to analyze

follower comments unless the participant directly engaged with them in the Live interview.



After completing the interview on Instagram Live, the researcher is left with a screen recording
of the interview which can be then transcribed. While the analysis of the transcribed text of the
interviews is similar to an analysis of any other semi structured interview, we recommend taking
into consideration the visual specificity of Instagram Live interviews. Considering the visual
recording of the interview as a residue of the body - the intrinsic aspects of the Instagram Live
environment - allows us to extend the scope of the ethnography study. The analysis of bodily
movements and changes saved on the recording, such as the physical reactions to the
presence and comments of the followers unfolding in real time can significantly enrich the
research, and at times, limit it. Given that the participants were first interviewed in a private
setting and later in front of a media public, we can compare the differences and similarities in
the ways that participants responded once observed by their followers. For example, while
some answers might be similar, there might be a visible performative element added onto the
Instagram Live interview, making the content of what participants say shift and change based on

context.

Conclusions

We would like to point out that the scroll back method and Instagram Live interviewing do not
exist on their own. These methods are just one piece of a larger digital ethnographic
methodology which encapsulates different facets of investigating online spaces through digital
means. There is also more to examining visibility, labor and follower success as we suggest in
the introduction. It is therefore worth noting that though we have isolated methods of the scroll
back and Live interviewing for the purposes of this paper, doing these kinds of methods as a
part of a research project requires planning, relationship building with the participants and the
right kind of tools. While some participants feel quite at home on Instagram and in live public

spaces, especially if they have a significant number of followers, some do not. Therefore, we
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suggest that the methods described here are not simply applied to any Instagram research

project, but instead, tailored to suit the participants and the overall research undertaking.

Having said that, using the scroll back method with everyday users and conducting Instagram
Live Interviews with influencers offer insights into nuanced individual social media use. We
therefore would like to invite researchers to consider these methods when doing their digital
ethnographic work, in order to create a grounded picture of what Instagram visibility and

success (or lack thereof) might look like.
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