Developmental debate – Instagram

Social media can be defined as the use of websites or applications that enable users to share and create content with online networks such as friends, followers and so on (Pittman and Reich, 2016).  Social media is ferociously popular amongst today’s youth.  It is estimated in the United States (US) approximately 97 per cent of American young people use at least one social media platform (Vannucci and Ohannessian, 2019).  It is also estimated within Europe approximately 88 per cent of European young people use at least one social media platform (Cipolletta et al, 2020).  As for the United Kingdom (UK), it is estimated approximately 96 per cent of British young people use at least one social media platform (Office for National Statistics, 2020).
Instagram is the most popular social media app used among young people globally with more than 70 per cent of people aged 12 to 24 being Instagram users (Huang and Su, 2018).  Instagram is a social networking site that allows its users to share, post, comment, and document their lifestyle, hobbies and interests (Humphrey, 2016).  The main use of Instagram is that it is a photo sharing platform that enables its users to create and share content with friends and followers (Pittman and Reich, 2016).  The main users of Instagram are predominantly young adults and teenagers (aged 13-34), followed by a high number of “tweens” (aged 9-12) (Statista, 2020; Children’s Commissioner, 2018).  
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(Statista, 2020)
One reason why Instagram is so popular amongst the youth is because it offers a different perspective to other social media sites.  This is due to the site presenting interaction via an image-based platform.  In addition to this, research conducted by Huang and Su (2018) studied the motives for Instagram use and found that visualised communication has become the most favoured way of communication amongst today’s youth.  Another reason why Instagram is so popular is because it meets the needs of today’s youth in terms of a platform for social support, self-expression, and privacy from adults (Gerwin et al, 2018).  

Adolescence development aid
As with any social media platform, Instagram is a means of communication.  Although the platforms main purpose is photo-based, there are other means of communication such as private messaging, known as direct messages or ‘DM’s’; group messaging and commenting sections.  Connecting with others holds an important value in today’s society which has become increasingly more valued during the Coronavirus pandemic.  Social media such as Instagram provides as a means of keeping in contact with friends and relatives through continuously updating feeds with the opportunity to like, comment and private message (Yau and Reich, 2018).  According to Cipolletta et al (2020) the creation and maintenance of network relationships are a vital and developmentally significant process during adolescence.  Cipolletta et al (2020) suggests amongst young people, the use of Instagram is for self-expression and social interaction in order for young people to utilise pictures to present their actual and ideal selves.  However, unlike other social networking sites, the focus for Instagram is mainly as a method for self-promotion rather than focusing on social networks.     
Another argument for the use of the social media site is due to the empowerment Instagram gives its users; this is known as the gratification theory.  The gratification theory supports the experiences some Instagram users have while using the site.  It is a mental state rather than behaviour and describes the psychological satisfaction that users derive from their social media experiences (Huang and Su, 2018).   This is because Instagram users can control their own usage experiences on the platform through accounts they decide to follow which will predict the content they see on their feed.  As well as this, Instagram users can control the content they create and share in accordance to the reaction they gain from their audience via likes and comments, this is known as the users imaginary audience (Yau and Reich, 2018).  Instagram has created a feature which allows its users to create public, semi-public or private accounts as well as control the comments their audience can see on their own posts (Cipolletta et al, 2020).  When private, this means only accounts that are accepted by the account holder can see and interact with the users posts; and any negative comments can be blocked and removed.  This gives them the power to have complete control over their own social media experience and who they chose to share it with (Huang and Su, 2018).  
Adolescence is a key time during development, especially in the development of self-identity.  Social media plays a considerable part in the importance of adolescences establishing their identity, as they experiment with different interests, narratives and presentations of their identity.  During this time, adolescents rely on others for feedback and validation.  Instagram is a place where adolescents have the opportunity to present themselves differently to how they would offline.  This opportunity has many benefits in social development, helping those who may be shyer in ‘real life’ develop a network from the acceptance of others online (Kroger, 2007; Yau and Reich, 2018; Steinberg and Morris, 2001).  Research conducted by Pittman and Reich (2016) suggests that Instagram can be used to mitigate loneliness.  Their findings proved the more image-based social media platforms an individual uses, the happier, more satisfied with life, and less lonely they are likely to perceive being.  They found this was because a photo, video or voicemail of a friend is more likely to signal the brain that they are really there, giving the user a sense of company and belonging.  
Body image has become a racing topic in today’s society; how people perceive themselves and present themselves to their audience is surrounded by the topic.  Instagram has become a place of inspiration, where people can share images of themselves no matter what shape or size.  One movement which has encouraged the acceptance of which was previously regarded ‘unacceptable’ body types is the hash tag ‘#fitspiration’.  The motto of the hash tag is ‘strong is the new skinny’ which aims to completely discard the hash tag ‘#thinspiration’ which inspired viewers to lose weight and attain an eating disorder lifestyle (Ghaznavi and Taylor, 2015;).  ‘#Fitspirstion’ promotes health and fitness through the promotion of exercise, healthy eating and self-care which emphasizes strength and empowerment rather than thinness and weight loss.  Currently the hash tag has over 73 million posts; however, there are several potentially concerning aspects of ‘#fitspiration’ that have been brought to light since the introduction of the movement (Tiggemann and Zaccardo, 2016).  For example, while one fifth of the posts under ‘#fitspiration’ are of healthy food, the majority of images portray healthy and attractive women and men with relatively thin and toned figures, often dressed in exercise gear.  On the other hand, the individuals in the images are everyday people rather than fashion models or celebrities, so it is likely that viewers will engage in greater levels of social comparison with them.  Nevertheless, they are still consistent with beauty ideals for women and men which could lead to an increase in body dissatisfaction and appearance comparison (Tiggemann and Zaccardo, 2016).  

Cyber-bullying
However, one of the most negative factors about social media is cyber-bullying.  Cyber-bullying includes posting, sharing, or sending harmful, negative, mean, or false content about another individual.  This includes sharing private or personal information about another individual causing humiliation or embarrassment.  Cyber-bullying such as the sharing of private information crosses the line into criminal or unlawful behaviour.  Cyber-bullying is done via the use of digital devices such as computers, tablets and mobile phones and occurs through every type of digital media where individuals can participate in, view, or share content.  Cyber-bullying is visible on almost every social media site, whether someone is being bullied via direct messaging, in comment sections, or more malicious ways such as blackmailing (Stopbullying.gov, 2020).  
Instagram has become one of the most popular platforms for cyber-bullies due to the increasing demand amongst the younger generation.  A survey undertaken by an anti-bullying organisation within the UK surveying more than 10,000 young people aged 12 to 20 found 54 per cent said they had been bullied, with 17 per cent saying they had experienced cyber-bullying.  The survey also found of those who had been bullied online, 42 per cent had experienced it on Instagram.  In addition to this, the survey also collected data that revealed 69 per cent admitted to doing something abusive toward another individual online (Jones, 2018).  
On the contrary, there are many organisations that address cyber bullying on social media and offer support regarding what to do if an individual is being bullied online.  In order to tackle this problem on Instagram, there are policies in place that users must abide by; these are part of the legal obligations Instagram agrees with its users.  As well as this, there are features on Instagram that allow account users to report and block any material appearing to be cyber-bullying. 
Legal obligations
In order to use Instagram, every account holder must agree to abide by the sites terms and conditions (Ts & Cs).  These terms and conditions outline the legal agreement between the service provider and the individual who wants to use such service (Website Policies, 2020).  Instagram currently have 3 levels of terms and conditions including basic terms, general conditions and property rights in content on Instagram.  Some basic terms and conditions that Instagram have in place are as follow; users must:
1. Be 13 years or older to use the sight
2. Not post nude, partially nude, or sexually suggestive photos
3. Be responsible for any activity that occurs under their screen name
4. Be responsible for keeping their password secure
5. Not abuse, harass, threaten, impersonate or intimidate other Instagram users
6. Not use the Instagram service for any illegal or unauthorized purpose
(Instagram, 2020)
Instagram outlines that any violation of their terms and conditions will result in the termination of the persons Instagram account.  Instagram also disclaim that they are not responsible for any content of such material posted on its site and that the user uses the site at their own risk of being exposed to such material (Instagram, 2020).  

Debate against other social media platforms
Facebook and ASD:
Although people with Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) experience difficulties with social interaction than peers without ASD, research undertaken by Schalkwyk et al (2017) found the use of social media such as Facebook pose concerns such as the potential for cyber bullying, exposure to inappropriate content, and offer less meaningful interaction than face to face engagement.  This evidence is supported by research conducted by Cummings et al (2002).  In addition to this, Cummings et al (2002) argues internet use displaces more vital communication leading to a negative effect on friendship quality, meaning people become dependent on online relationships.  Furthermore, anxiety is a potential symptom known to co-exist with diagnosis’s of ASD, taking this into consideration it is argued social media use increases anxiety in diagnosis of ASD due to the pressure to meet offline obligations because of online engagement, for example - negative peer evaluation (Schalkwyk et al, 2017). 

[bookmark: _GoBack]To conclude, Instagram serves as many purposes for adolescents and young people and can be used in different ways in order for its users to gain gratification.  Instagram, as any social media site, is a way of communicating and maintaining social networks.  However, there is the risk of users experiencing cyber-bullying which arguments the use of the site.  Nevertheless, it is a platform for users to promote, entertain and express themselves as well as maintain important social networks. 
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