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Abstract 
Contemporary social media, such as Facebook and Instagram, offer a wide functionality 

to their users. A person can do a multitude of activities - from online shopping to making 

video calls - without having to leave the platform for another website or application. 

However, it can hardly be disputed that these social media owe much of their popularity 

to two simple affordances of content sharing and feedback provision. Whilst these 

behaviours became commonplace for many people, little is known about how and why 

individuals make decisions about posting images and ‘liking’ content on social media. 

 

This thesis investigates the factors that shape social media photo sharing and ‘liking’ and 

studies the relationships between posting behaviours, reactions to feedback, and social 

engagement. Drawing on the variety of concepts, such as imaginary audiences, self-

presentation, impression management, emotion regulation, reciprocity, and social 

grooming, the studies in this thesis explore why social media users share photos and ‘like’ 

posts, and how received feedback facilitates changes in posting behaviours. 

  

The first paper of this thesis focused on understanding why people share images online, 

how they choose photos to post, and how they react to feedback. The study employed 

semi-structured interviews, fictitious scenarios, and photo elicitation to explore the full 

journey of photo sharing from the creation of a post to post-feedback behavioural 

changes. The findings of the first paper facilitated the development of a conceptual model 

of the influence of ‘likes’ and comments on posting frequency and content change 

mediated by emotions. The outcomes of both papers highlighted the importance of 

received feedback in regulating photo sharing behaviours, and, thus, the aim of the third 

study was to explore social media engagement in more detail and investigate why 

individuals ‘like’ photos in the first place. The paper drew on the concepts of reciprocity, 

social grooming, relational closeness, tie strength, and emotion regulation to identify the 

patterns of ‘liking’ behaviours and the significant factors that shape them. 

Therefore, the results of this thesis contribute to the academic knowledge in the areas of 

self-presentation, impression management, imaginary audiences, emotion regulation, 

reciprocity, relational closeness, tie strength, and social grooming and have practical 

implications for digital marketing and social media user experience research.  
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1.1 General Introduction 

1.1.1 Social Media 

In less than 15 years social media has gone from being a curious novelty to a core attribute 

of many people’s daily routine. More than half of global population are actively using 

social media, which demonstrates the widespread reach of this digital communication tool 

(We Are Social et al., 2021b; We Are Social & Hootsuite, 2020; Worldometer, n.d.). As 

of 2021, 53.6 % of the total global population are users of social media, which is a 13% 

increase in comparison to the number of active users in 2020 (DataReportal et al., 2021). 

According to a recent report, the average user has 8.4 social media accounts, which is 

double the number in 2013 (DataReportal, 2021; GlobalWebIndex & Statista, 2019). 

More evidence of the extensive social media penetration is that on average people spend 

2 hours 42 minutes on social media daily (We Are Social & Hootsuite, 2020). Whilst 

people mostly access social media to keep in contact with their close friends and family, 

the element of entertainment, such as finding topical, trending, inspirational and 

entertaining content also constitutes a large part of popular social media use 

(GlobalWebIndex et al., 2021). Therefore, it is safe to surmise that social media usage 

constitutes an indelible part of modern society and provides numerous opportunities for 

entertainment, interpersonal communication, digital marketing, and business 

development.  

 

Whilst there is no one-size-fits-all definition of social media, there are a number of 

characteristics that help researchers classify websites and applications as social media 

platforms. A seminal paper by boyd & Ellison (2007) identifies social network sites 

(SNSs( as web services that allow (1) the creation of personal profiles that can be viewed 

by other users (e.g., Facebook profile), (2) the access to the list of individuals with whom 

a user shares a connection (e.g., Facebook ‘friends’), (3) the ability to view and visit the 

profiles of other users. According to a similar definition offered by Obar & Wildman 

(2015), social media (1) are largely dependent on user-generated content, (2) provide 

individuals with opportunities to create personalised accounts, (3) facilitate connections 

and interactions between users. Furthermore, Kietzmann et al. (2011) identified seven 

functional blocks on which social media operate. The authors claimed that social media 

are defined by the extent to which users reveal their identity, have knowledge of others’ 

reputation (i.e., social standing) and presence (i.e., availability) on social media, can build 

relationships, form groups (i.e., communities), start and maintain conversations, and 

share content with each other. Interestingly, all these definitions highlight the importance 
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of self-disclosure and self-presentation through the creation of personal profiles alongside 

the diverse ways in which users can interact on social media.  

 

Whilst the majority of social media share aa range of similarities to be identified as such, 

they can also differ across key dimensions, which allows for subgroups to emerge. Kaplan 

& Haenlein (2010) classified all social media into six types (blogs, collaborative projects, 

social network sites, content communities, virtual social worlds, and virtual dame worlds) 

by two criteria: the extent of self-disclosure (low/high) and media richness 

(low/medium/high). According to their classification, SNSs represent a sub-group of 

social media. As the present thesis focuses on photo sharing, it employs Facebook and 

Instagram as its primary context - the two most popular platforms for photo sharing 

(Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, 2020; We Are Social et al., 2021d). 

Respectively, both platforms belong to the category of social media and can be identified 

as SNSs. Consequently, the terms ‘social media’ and ‘SNSs’ are used interchangeably in 

the present thesis, referring primarily to Facebook, Instagram, and other social media with 

similar photo sharing and feedback functionalities.  

 

Despite the continuous advancement and development of social media, Facebook remains 

the most popular SNS by both usage penetration and the number of active users, followed 

by YouTube, WhatsApp, and Instagram (Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, 

2020; We Are Social et al., 2021d). Almost 2 billion people access Facebook daily 

(Facebook, 2021) to perform a range of activities, including the sharing and viewing of 

images and videos (eMarketer, 2019). The majority of Facebook users are aged between 

18 and 44 years old (We Are Social, 2021a), with men representing 56% and women 

representing 44% of the total Facebook audience (DataReportal et al., 2021). 

 

Part of the same Meta company as Facebook (Meta, 2021), Instagram enjoys wide 

popularity with over 1 billion monthly (eMarketer, 2020) and 500 million daily 

(Facebook, 2019) users, with content sharing and photo and video viewing representing 

the most popular ways to spend time on the platform (eMarketer, 2019). The majority of 

Instagram users are aged between 18 and 34 years old (DataReportal, 2021), and the 

platform appeals to women (51.4% of all users) and men (48.6% of all users) alike (We 

Are Social et al., 2021c).  
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Therefore, the present thesis employs Facebook and Instagram as its primary context for 

the exploration and investigation of photo sharing, emotions, feedback, and social 

engagement on social media.  

  

1.1.2 Photo Sharing on Social Media 

Content sharing represents a common social media behaviour and an essential affordance 

of social media which arguably contributed significantly to their uptake and integration 

into users’ lives (Joinson, 2008). Whilst personal messages (e.g., WhatsApp, Facebook 

Messenger) and forum posts (e.g., Reddit) retain their original value with users, visual 

content is also extensively shared and broadcast on social media. According to Domo 

(2020), people post 347,000 Instagram stories and 147,000 Facebook photos every 

minute, which highlights how common and widespread online photo sharing has become. 

Previous research has identified factors that drive users to post images online more 

frequently or in larger volumes (Eftekhar et al., 2014; Lee et al, 2014a; Sheldon, 2016; 

Strano, 2008) and explored motivations behind photo sharing (Barry et al., 2017; Malik 

et al., 2016; O'Donnell, 2018; Paramboukis et al., 2016; Sheldon & Bryant, 2016). It has 

also investigated the types of photos that people prefer to post (De Paola et al., 2020; Hu 

et al., 2014). However, little is known about how different motivations are connected to 

different photo sharing behaviours, and how users choose what images to share on their 

feed. In my research, I initially focused on these issues and sought to answer the two 

overarching research questions: 

  

RQ1: Why do users share photos on social media? 

RQ2: How do users choose what pictures to share on their social media profiles? 

  

Thus, my first research endeavours were aimed at understanding incentives and factors 

that shape specific photo sharing behaviours, and how these behaviours result in various 

choices of posted content. 

  

1.1.3 Feedback, Engagement, and ‘Liking’ on Social Media  

Posting content often results in receiving feedback and engagement in form of ‘likes’, 

comments, and messages – another important aspect of social media. ‘Likes’ and 

comments received for posts are often perceived as the indicators of users’ popularity, 
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especially among younger generations (e.g., Li at al., 2018). As a result, social media 

feedback has significant and far-reaching consequences, such as its effects on users’ self-

esteem (Burrow & Rainone, 2017) and self-worth (Sabik et al., 2020). Whilst the 

influence of ‘likes’ and comments on individuals’ well-being has become a popular topic 

with many researchers, the impact of received engagement on post-feedback photo 

sharing behaviours has been underexplored. In the present research, I also focused on 

understanding the link between social media feedback and changes in users’ photo 

sharing practices. Hence, my first and second studies were aimed at answering the 

following research question: 

  

RQ3: How does receiving different types of social media feedback and engagement (i.e., 

more than expected and less than expected) influence users’ photo sharing behaviours? 

  

As my first and second studies confirmed the importance of feedback and engagement in 

social media photo sharing practices, my third study explored why users give ‘likes’ in 

the first place. Consequently, it addressed the following research question: 

  

RQ4: What factors shape individuals’ decisions to ‘like’ other users’ photos on social 

media? 

  

To sum up, my research focused on two major aspects of social media behaviour: photo 

sharing and ‘liking’. Through analysis and examination of these behaviours and their 

interconnections, I identified factors that influenced and shaped them, among which 

emotions played a significant role. 

 

1.1.4 Emotions on Social Media  

Emotions constitute an essential part of social media sharing. People express emotions 

through their posts (Vermeulen et al., 2018) and have varied affective reactions when 

they view content shared by other users (Lin & Utz, 2015; Utz, 2019). Furthermore, 

individuals often employ colours and objects to convey emotions through imagery in their 

online posts (Song et al., 2020). Recognising the importance of emotionality in social 

media behaviours, my research investigates how affect drives social media photo sharing, 

and how emotions are reflected in posted images. Accordingly, I explore the following 

research question in my thesis: 
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RQ5: What is the role of emotions in social media photo sharing?  

 

Furthermore, users experience emotions not only when they share content but also when 

they receive engagement on their posts. For instance, Jackson & Luchner (2018) 

discovered that individuals with maladaptive personality type tend to experience negative 

emotions after receiving negative feedback, whilst individuals with adaptive personality 

type tend to experience positive affect after receiving positive feedback. Similarly, Li et 

al. (2018) found that female adolescents felt stressed when they did not receive sufficient 

engagement after posting on social media. These findings suggest that feedback and 

engagement have an emotional impact on users, which, based on the assumptions of 

emotion regulation (Gross, 1999), might also influence their future social media 

behaviours such as posting and ‘liking’. In order to investigate the links between 

engagement, emotions, and behaviour, my thesis addresses the following research 

questions:  

 

RQ6: How do users react emotionally to social media feedback and engagement? 

RQ7: How do emotional reactions to feedback and engagement influence users’ future 

photo sharing behaviours?  

RQ8: How do emotional reactions to feedback and engagement influence users’ future 

‘liking’ behaviours? 

 

Therefore, my research extensively explores the role of emotions in photo sharing and 

‘liking’ behaviours, expanding on such areas as the social sharing of emotions through 

posting, affective reactions to feedback, and the influence of feedback-induced emotions 

on posting and ‘liking’ decisions.  

 

1.1.5 The Present Research  

Originally, my research was aimed at understanding photo sharing on Facebook and 

Instagram. Whilst previous studies identified some of the factors and motivations that 

influenced social media posting (e.g., Lee et al, 2014a; Sheldon, 2016; Malik et al., 2016; 

Paramboukis et al., 2016; Sheldon & Bryant, 2016), little is known about how these 

motivations and factors are connected to specific photo sharing decisions, such as 

choosing an image for a social media post. Therefore, the first overarching objective of 

the present thesis was to explore and understand the relationships between different photo 

sharing motivations and the resulting content choices (RQ1 and RQ2). To address this 
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goal, the first study of the present thesis drew on the concepts of imagined audiences 

(Schlenker, 2003; Schlenker and Leary, 1982) and self-presentation and impression 

management (Goffman, 1959; Leary, 1996; Leary & Kowalski, 1990) and investigated 

the links between these concepts in the context of photo sharing.  

 

Among other findings, the results of my first study highlighted the influence of received 

feedback on specific posting decisions, such as the choice of content and the frequency 

of sharing. Previous research discovered that received social media feedback affected 

users’ self-perception and well-being (e.g., Burrow & Rainone, 2017; Sabik et al., 2020), 

but little is known about the impact of received feedback on photo sharing decisions, such 

as content choice and posting frequency. However, the outcomes of my first study 

demonstrated a strong indication that there is a relationship between received engagement 

from other users and the subsequent changes in posting behaviours. Thus, the second 

overarching objective of the present thesis was to investigate the influence of received 

engagement in form of ‘likes’ and comments on specific photo sharing behaviours, i.e. 

posting frequency and content change (RQ3).   

 

As the results of my second study confirmed the influence of received engagement on 

photo sharing behaviours, the next appropriate step was to investigate what makes people 

‘like’ content in the first place. Previous research studied what content features attract 

‘likes’ on social media (Aramendia-Muneta et al., 2021; Bakhshi et al., 2014; Cvijikj & 

Michahelles, 2013; Dolan’s et al., 2019; Lindell, 2019), however, little is known about 

the psychological mechanisms behind users’ decisions to ‘like’ posts. Therefore, the third 

overarching objective of this thesis was to investigate what factors shape users’ ‘liking’ 

behaviours (RQ4). For this purpose, the third paper of the thesis drew on the concepts of 

reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960), social grooming (Dunbar, 1996), relational closeness, and 

tie strength (Granovetter, 1973).  

 
Finally, all three studies presented in this thesis focused on emotions and their role in 

social media ‘liking’ and photo sharing. Previous research demonstrated that users 

experience emotions when they post and view content on social media (Lin & Utz, 2015; 

Song et al., 2020; Utz, 2019; Vermeulen et al., 2018), but the aforementioned studies only 

investigated specific emotional manifestations and did not consider the wider role of 

emotions in social media. Furthermore, the results of previous studies suggest that users 

react emotionally to received feedback and that such reactions lead to specific social 
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media behaviours, such as deleting a post after receiving insufficient feedback (e.g., 

Jackson & Luchner, 2018; Li et al., 2018). However, the aforementioned studies only 

considered users’ emotional states from a general point of view and did not investigate 

specific affects. In addition, it is still unclear what role emotional reactions play in 

regulating photo sharing and ‘liking’ on social media. Hence, the fourth overarching 

objective of the present thesis was to clarify the role of emotions in social media photo 

sharing and ‘liking’ and to investigate the associations between emotions, received 

feedback and engagement, and changes in posting and ‘liking’ behaviours (RQ5-RQ8). 

Whilst the first study addressed emotions more generally, the second and third studies 

drew on the model of emotion regulation (Gross, 1999) to identify how emotional 

reactions to feedback and engagement impact photo sharing and ‘liking’ behaviours. 

 
The results of the present thesis contribute to our understanding of photo sharing and 

‘liking’ behaviours. The thesis clarifies the roles of self-presentation, impression 

management, and imagined audiences in social media posting and elucidates how social 

grooming, the norm of reciprocity, and relational closeness shape feedback provision and 

social engagement on social media. Furthermore, the outcomes of the present thesis 

contribute to our knowledge of emotions on social media in general and clarify how users 

regulate their emotions through photo sharing and ‘liking’. Finally, the present thesis 

elucidates how received engagement and feedback shape users’ photo sharing behaviours. 

The findings of the present thesis can also be applied to the practical fields of digital 

marketing and user experience research and design.  

 

1.2 Literature Review 

The literature review below provides an overview of the main topics addressed in the 

present thesis. The section begins with a review of existing literature on social media 

photo sharing, including the relevant theoretical concepts of impression management, 

self-presentation, and imagined audiences. Furthermore, the review below analyses and 

summarises existing studies on social media feedback and covers what is already known 

about social media engagement behaviours and, more specifically, content ‘liking’. It also 

explores a range of theoretical concepts that are relevant to ‘liking’ behaviours, such as 

the norm of reciprocity, the theory of social grooming, and the concepts of relational 

closeness and tie strength. In addition, the review below analyses and summarises existing 

literature on emotions and their roles and manifestations on social media, including the 
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theoretical concept of emotion regulation. Finally, the review below provides a detailed 

outline of the chapters of the present thesis. 

 

1.2.1 Photo Sharing on Social Media  

Social media provide unique opportunities for self-disclosure, content sharing, and 

communication. Users access platforms to perform a variety of activities: to interact with 

each other, search for information and share it with others, gain knowledge about others, 

express opinions, pass time, relax, and find entertainment (Whiting & Williams, 2013). 

Numerous researchers have also identified making new connections and maintaining 

existing relationships as the core motivations for using social media (Ellison et al., 2006; 

Ellison et al., 2007; Joinson, 2008; Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008; Sheldon, 2008a; 

Sheldon, 2008b; Special & Li-Barber, 2012). Furthermore, Lee et al. (2015) report that 

people use social media to interact with others, archive memories, express themselves, 

escape reality, and follow events and topics of interest and the lives of other users. 

Similarly, Sheldon and Bryant (2016) found that individuals access social media to obtain 

information about other people, document their lives, feel ‘cool’, and express their 

creativity. Hwang and Cho (2018) investigated why Korean college students continued 

to use social media and identified their main motives for doing so as social interaction 

and entertainment. Furthermore, Nadkarni & Hoffman (2012) identified the need to 

belong and the need for self-presentation as the two main drivers of social media use. 

Whilst self-presentation is largely enabled by content sharing functionalities, the need to 

belong can be satisfied through social engagement and feedback affordances.  

 

Whilst some of the incentives and motivations listed above can be satisfied through 

simply viewing content posted by other users (e.g., information search, entertainment, 

and escapism), the majority of them require users to share and engage with social media 

content (e.g., social interactions, relationship maintenance, self-expression, 

documentation, and archiving). Therefore, it is not surprising that sharing content and 

engaging with posts is a common way to spend time on social media. According to 

DataReportal (2021), Facebook users share 1 post, ‘like’ 11 posts, and write 5 comments 

on average every month. Photo sharing, in particular, is becoming increasingly popular, 

as Facebook users post over 300 million photos every day, whilst Instagram users share 

around 95 million photos and videos every day (Marr, 2018). Furthermore, every minute 

users post 347,000 stories on Instagram and 147,000 photos on Facebook (Domo, 2020). 
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However, it is worth noticing that the term ‘photo sharing’ has a much earlier application. 

Ever since the inception of photography, people created images not only for memories 

and personal use but also for social sharing (Bourdieu, 1990). With the advancement of 

digital technologies, photo sharing evolved to signify the exchange of pictures online 

through instant messaging and social media posting and later became one of the most 

essential social media activities. 

 

However, as common and mundane as posting images online might seem nowadays, it 

has not always been this way. The early research on photo sharing mostly focused on 

Flickr (e.g., Naaman, 2012; Van Dijck, 2011), as it was one of the most popular image-

based websites at the time. The uptake of Flickr symbolised a generational change from 

showing physical photographs to a small circle of friends and family to wireless 

broadcasting of digital pictures to a much wider audience (Kray et al., 2009). According 

to Van House (2007), Flickr users joined the platform for two main reasons: they wanted 

to keep in touch with the people they knew as well as to show their photos to the public. 

However, Flickr’s popularity was soon overshadowed by Facebook, and, respectively, 

research on photo sharing shifted its emphasis from the former platform to the latter.  

 

Photo sharing was found to be one of the primary uses of Facebook (Joinson, 2008; 

Pennington, 2009), and thus it has attracted substantial interest from social media 

researchers. Whilst the majority of the original Flickr studies revolved around photo 

tagging (i.e., adding keywords to a digital photo for categorisation purposes) (e.g., Sevil 

et al., 2010), the investigations of Facebook focused on the factors that shaped photo 

sharing behaviours. Previous research has found that extraversion (Eftekhar et al., 2014; 

Lee et al, 2014a), neuroticism (Eftekhar et al., 2014), narcissism (Sheldon, 2016), and 

self-monitoring (Sheldon, 2016) were positively associated with photo sharing on 

Facebook – specifically, with sharing larger numbers of photos or posting more 

frequently. Gender and age were also identified as the predictors of photo sharing. Strano 

(2008) has found that women and younger users tend to post more pictures on Facebook 

than men and older users, respectively.  

 

Furthermore, there has also been research on motivations that drive photo sharing on 

Facebook. For example, Malik et al. (2016) found that people post pictures to share 

personal and non-personal information with other users. In return, they expect to receive 
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attention and recognition from their viewers. This behaviour is often facilitated by the 

desire to ‘fit in’ and can eventually become a habit. Interestingly, the authors also found 

that people tended to post fewer images when they were driven by the power of habit or 

the desire to share information. However, the main motivations for posting images were 

somewhat different for the older users, as they were more likely to post due to the social 

influence and to perform self-disclosure. 

 

Whilst Facebook remains a popular platform for posting visual content, it was Instagram 

that defined the course of contemporary social media photo sharing. Interestingly, early 

research on Instagram focused mainly on what kind of images users preferred to post on 

their social media profiles. For example, Hu et al. (2014) studied Instagram content and 

identified eight main categories: self-portraits, friends, activities, captioned photos, food, 

gadgets, fashion, and pets. In a more recent study, De Paola et al. (2020) investigated 

which photos Instagram users associated with happiness and discovered a curious array 

of image types. According to their findings, ‘happy’ people tend to post about their social 

relationships and successes and display their physical appearance, material things, and 

pets. Moreover, the ‘happy’ posts also included pictures of nature and free time activities. 

Whilst most of the categories identified by Hu et al. (2014) and De Paola et al. (2020) are 

still applicable, the rapid growth and development of Instagram resulted in an increased 

diversity of posts and content types, including but not limited to the following topics: art, 

photography, nature, travel, family, music, makeup, design, handmade products, flowers, 

wedding, and architecture (Best Hashtags, n.d.). Therefore, it would be challenging to 

capture the full variety of all contemporary Instagram content without resorting to 

simplification and sacrificing its depth and breadth.  

 

Previous research also studied what types of content tend to provoke feedback and 

responses from users. For example, Dorethy et al. (2014) found that users prefer sharing 

positive photos, as such images elicit more feedback than neutral or negative pictures, 

whilst Bakhshi et al. (2014) discovered that photos with faces tend to receive more likes. 

 

Instagram studies have also shed some light on why users share pictures on social media 

Andalibi et al. (2017) discovered that users post on Instagram to make sensitive 

disclosures, share negative experiences, and seek social support from others. There is also 

evidence that adolescent users post content to gain ‘likes’, thus actively seeking feedback 

from other users (Dumas et al., 2017). According to O'Donnell (2018), sharing photos 
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can be attributed to the desire of maintaining a personal-visual identity, the strength of 

which depends on users’ self-confidence and tendency for self-objectification. 

Furthermore, Sheldon & Bryant (2016) found that individuals posted images to keep 

memories, express their creativity, and impress others, and that these Instagram uses were 

also associated with both narcissism and the wish for interpersonal interaction (Sheldon 

& Bryant, 2016). However, Paramboukis et al. (2016) found little evidence to support the 

link between narcissism and Instagram use. Similarly, Barry et al. (2017) discovered that 

there was no significant relationship between narcissism and ‘selfie’ posting (i.e., self-

taken photographs of oneself). According to the results of their study, the link between 

self-esteem and sharing ‘selfies’ was also insignificant. However, the authors did find 

evidence of the significant relationships between specific types of ‘selfies’ (e.g., those 

depicting sharer’s physical appearance) and specific dimensions of narcissism (e.g., 

vulnerable narcissism).  

 

The findings above reflect the complexity of photo sharing behaviours and motivations 

behind them. Whilst there have been attempts at identifying what users prefer to post and 

why individuals engage in photo sharing behaviours, there is no clear link between 

different areas of photo sharing research. The majority of existing studies focus either on 

understanding users’ characteristics that stimulate the volume and frequency of photo 

sharing (e.g., extraversion, self-confidence) or on particular uses of posting affordances 

(e.g., disclosure, documentation) or on the types of shared content (e.g., image categories, 

the types of ‘happy’ pictures). At the same time, there is little research on how different 

motivations lead to different photo sharing behaviours. For instance, why do some users 

post images of physical appearance or material things whilst others prefer to share 

pictures of nature and activities? Why do some people favour photos of themselves only 

whilst others choose to be surrounded by their friends and family? These particular 

questions inspired my initial research. In my first paper, I explored the following research 

questions:  

 

RQ1: Why do users share photos on social media?  

RQ2: How do users choose what pictures to share on their social media profiles?  

 

The questions above shaped my early research, and in order to explore photo sharing on 

social media in more depth and identify potential connections between posting 
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motivations and photo choices, I reviewed the theoretical concepts of self-presentation, 

impression management, and imagined audiences and applied them to my first study. 

 

1.2.1.1 Self-Presentation and Impression Management 

The concept of self-presentation originally stems from the idea that people regulate their 

behaviour in order to make desired impressions on others (Goffman, 1959). Hence, the 

term self-presentation falls under the umbrella of impression management (Schlenker 

1980; Schlenker, 2003), which is a wider concept that covers a variety of behaviours 

aimed at influencing the attitudes of others towards a range of subjects (e.g., events, ideas, 

other people). When an individual resorts to impression management to shape the 

opinions of others about oneself, this behaviour is defined as self-presentation (Schlenker, 

2003).  

 

According to Baumeister (1982), the two key explanations for engaging in self-

presentation are to appeal to other people and to shape their perception of one’s identity. 

Due to the nature of self-presentation as identity construction behaviour, it is closely 

associated with the notions of response anticipation and feedback (Schlenker & Leary, 

1982). In other words, when people want to present themselves a certain way, they 

consider how their behaviour would be perceived by those they are trying to impress. 

Furthermore, the actual reactions of targeted individuals (or people in general) serve as 

an indicator of whether the performed behaviour was successful in creating a desired 

impression. Received feedback plays an important role in the process of impression 

management, as unsuccessful self-presentation can lead to social anxiety and other 

unfavorable consequences (Schlenker & Leary, 1982). 

 

The process of self-presentation was captured by Leary and Kowalski (1990) in their two-

component model of impressions management. According to the model, impression 

management consists of the two key elements – impression motivation and impression 

construction. Impression motivation is characterised by the significance of the goal a 

person wants to achieve and by the value of its intended results, as well as by the 

inconsistency between how the person wants to be perceived (the desired image) and how 

they are perceived now (the current image). Impression construction, however, refers 

directly to the impression a person attempts to make and can be influenced by the person’s 

self-perception, desired and undesired identities, current image, and social roles.  

 



 26 

Whilst self-presentation can be performed via a wide range of offline behaviours, the 

online environment offers unique features and affordances that provide greater control 

over one’s information and the way it can be conveyed to other people (Caplan, 2005; 

Ellison et al., 2006; Papacharissi, 2002). Therefore, the following subsection reviews 

existing studies on social media self-presentation and considers the application of the 

concept to the context of photo sharing.   

 

1.2.1.2.Self-Presentation and Impression Management on Social Media  

The concept of self-presentation and impression management has been commonly 

applied to social media studies. There is evidence that self-presentation varies across 

platforms depending on their affordances, such as visibility, persistence, and anonymity 

(Hollenbaugh, 2021). It is also known that individuals employ different self-presentation 

strategies not only for different platforms but also for different accounts on the same 

platform. For example, Huang and Vitak (2022) discovered that individuals distinguish 

between ‘real’ (i.e., Rinsta) and ‘fake’ Instagram accounts (i.e., Finsta) and manage their 

self-presentation accordingly by targeting different audiences and employing different 

content sharing strategies for different accounts.  

 

In addition, a considerable number of previous studies investigated the connections 

between various personality traits and self-presentation behaviours. For example, 

Mehdizadeh (2010) discovered that individuals who scored high in narcissism and low in 

self-esteem were more likely to engage in self-presentation on Facebook via posting self-

promotional content. Another study found that self-presentation on Facebook was 

associated with low conscientiousness and high neuroticism (Seidman, 2013). Geary et 

al. (2021) explored which dark traits facilitate inauthentic self-presentation on Instagram 

and discovered that vulnerable narcissism and Machiavellianism were associated with the 

highest discrepancy between one’s true and presented selves. The studies above represent 

only a small part of existing literature, but the influence of personality traits on self-

presentation is beyond the scope of the present research, and therefore, there is no obvious 

need for a more detailed review of the topic. 

 

Previous research has also explored the link between social media self-presentation and 

users’ emotions and well-being.  For instance, Vogel & Rose (2016) found that Facebook 

users tend to perform positive self-presentation, which can be either self-focused (i.e., 

presenting one’s own self-image) or other-focused (i.e., presenting an image that is 
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shaped by the expectations of others). Interestingly, the authors discovered that self-

focused self-presentation was likely to result in beneficial outcomes, whilst other-focused 

self-presentation was likely to lead to harmful consequences. Self-presentation has also 

been found to influence users’ reactions to received feedback. Specifically, Jackson and 

Luchner (2018) discovered that it mediated the relationship between self-criticism and 

affective responses to different types of social media feedback.   

 

Furthermore, previous studies found that users engage in self-presentation specifically 

via social media photo sharing. Existing studies discovered that there are gender 

differences in how athletes manage their public images via posting photos on Instagram 

(Geurin-Eagleman & Burch, 2016; Smith & Sanderson, 2015). Moreover, Hong et al. 

(2020) found that individuals post selfies (i.e., self-taken photographs) to influence the 

impressions of other users. However, the results of their study also showed that excessive 

impression management behaviours, such as adding filters to one’s photos, were not 

appreciated by the audience and resulted in unfavourable feedback. At the same time, 

adding social cues to one’s post led to more positive feedback and a higher number of 

‘likes’. The outcomes of another study demonstrated that adolescents tailor their 

Facebook and Instagram posts to make specific impressions on their peers (Yau & Reich, 

2019). In addition, the authors found that teenagers considered their audience’s reactions 

to a post before sharing it. Similarly, Chau and Chang (2016) found that teenage girls post 

edited selfies to receive recognition from their peers.  

 

The studies above demonstrate that when social media users engage in online self-

presentation, they try to make an impression on a certain audience. However, considering 

the limited ability of an average user to have a precise idea of their social media followers, 

it is reasonable to assume that they would target some imaginary concept of their desired 

audience rather than the actual audience. Therefore, it is important to review the 

theoretical concept of imagined audiences in order to better understand the potential 

mechanism behind self-presentation through social media photo sharing.  

 

1.2.1.3 Imagined Audiences  

The concept of imagined (or imaginary) audience was first introduced by Elkind (1967) 

in relation to child development and adolescence. The author argued that young adults 

perceive themselves as constantly observed by others, and as a result, construct a mental 

image of their observers. In other words, imagined audience constitutes an egocentric 
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belief that one’s actions are under continuous surveillance of others. This perception often 

leads to increased self-monitoring and behaviour regulation, which, in turn, is guided by 

the anticipated reactions of one’s imagine audience (Elkind, 1967; Goossens et al., 2002; 

Lapsley et al., 1989).  

 

Due to the origins of the concept as a developmental attribute, the importance of imagined 

audiences is believed to be strongly associated with age. For example, Elkind & Bowen 

(1979) fond that the concept of imagined audience has the highest relevance during the 

early adolescence, after which its significance starts to decrease. Similarly, Enright et al. 

(1980) discovered that the tendency to imagine oneself as observed by others decreased 

with age. However, the results of a more recent study by Schwartz et al. (2008) suggest 

that individuals continue to employ the concept of imagined audiences in their late 

adolescence.  

 

Furthermore, the concept of imagined audience is closely linked to self-presentation and 

impression management behaviour (Schlenker, 2003; Schlenker & Leary, 1982). Whilst 

face-to-face self-presentation appears to be more straightforward due to the presence of 

an actual audience an individual is trying to impress, wider self-presentation behaviours 

tend to be more complex due to the potential vagueness of one’s target audience. 

Therefore, multifaceted self-presentation and impression management behaviours are 

often aimed at a conceptual rather than an actual audience. That is to say, individuals 

target their wider self-presentation at their imagined audience, which in turn is reflective 

of the people these individuals are attempting to impress.  

 

Whilst the concept of imagined audience is commonly associated with adolescence, child 

development, impression management, and self-presentation, it has also been widely 

applied to explain online behaviours. Therefore, the following subsection reviews 

existing literature on imagined audiences on social media and applies the concept of 

imagined audiences to photo sharing behaviours.  

 

1.2.1.4 Imagined Audiences on Social Media 

With the development of social media, the concept of imagined audiences received a new 

wave of academic attention. When applied to online environments, it is no longer limited 

to adolescence and child development but utilisied more generally as a tool and context 

for understanding how social media users conceptualise their online audiences (e.g., Litt, 
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2012; Marwick & boyd, 2011). Previous research highlighted the difficulty of dealing 

with multiple diverse audiences on social media and defined it as context collapse 

(Marwick & boyd, 2011). According to Litt and Hargittai (2016), there are two ways how 

users deal with the context collapse and construct their imagined audiences. Specifically, 

individuals tend to either generalise all their followers and viewers into one broad and 

generic audience or they target their behaviour at a specific sub-audience and extrapolate 

its characteristics to the overall conceptual image of one’s audience. Furthermore, Marder 

et al. (2016) discovered that in the latter case users are most likely to choose a sub-

audience with the highest standards and perceived value as the baseline for their imagined 

audience.  

  

Whilst the studies above investigated the issue of multiple online audiences in general, 

previous research has also attempted to define and categories specific social media 

audiences that users imagine, conceptualise, and consider. For example, Brake (2012) 

conducted interviews with social media bloggers and identified five types of audiences - 

narrowcast, broadcast, dialogic, telelogic, and self-directed. The author used two criteria 

to categorise bloggers’ imagined audiences: the direction of the interaction flow (e.g., 

one-way, two-way, and intrapersonal) and the type of intended audience (e.g., friends vs. 

strangers). Furthermore, Murumaa and Siibak (2012) studied adolescents’ perceptions of 

Facebook audiences and discovered the following six types of audiences: Eager Beaver, 

the Show-Off, the Businessman, the Perv, the Meanie, and the Habitual User. 

Interestingly, most of the participants categorised themselves as the habitual user. 

Likewise, Kim et al. (2018) studies the differences between commenting on news stories 

on Facebook and News Sites. The authors found that commenters imagined addressing 

dissimilar audiences on both platforms but at the same time could not identify any specific 

differences in the personal characteristics of those audiences (e.g., responsiveness, 

intelligence, aggression). Moreover, the commenters did not perceive a major difference 

in the overall quality of the comments either.  

 

The studies above shows that social media users classify their imagined audiences into 

specific groups. Consequently, these distinctive and differing sub-audiences might 

influence users’ online self-presentation, particularly with regard to posting images on 

social media. In addition, previous research suggests that there is a link between photo 

sharing, self-presentation, and imagined audiences. For instance, Chua and Chang (2016) 

discovered that teenaged girls edit their social media selfies to impress their peers. This 
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specific photo sharing behaviour strongly supports the concept of imagined audiences, as 

the adolescent girls perceived themselves to be observed by their peers which falls under 

the traditional definition of imagined audiences developed by Elkind (1967). In addition, 

imagined audiences were also found to moderate the relationship between selfie-posting 

and self-objectification for female adolescents (Zheng et al., 2019). Furthermore, Yau 

and Reich (2018) studied how teenagers present themselves on Facebook and Instagram 

and discovered that they conceptualised their audiences and tailored their social media 

posts to impress these audiences. Another study by Ranzini and Hoek (2017) studied 

impression management on Facebook and discovered that constructing imaginary 

audiences was associated with content-based self-presentation. There is also evidence that 

the way content creators conceptualise their audiences can define how they brand and 

present themselves through their posts (Duffy et al., 2017; Scolere et al., 2018).  

 

The aforementioned work demonstrates that there is a potential link between imagined 

audiences and self-presentation that can also be applied to explain photo sharing 

behaviours. Therefore, my initial endeavours to unpick social media photo sharing 

focused on exploring how imagined audiences and self-presentation shape specific 

posting decisions. However, as suggested by both previous literature and practical 

understanding of social media context, photo sharing is not a one-off behaviour but rather 

a continuous loop of feedback, engagement, and interaction between users and their 

audiences. According to the theory of self-presentation, if individuals post photos to 

impress other users, they would also expect to receive feedback from their target 

audience, which is highly likely to be an imaginary audience in the context of social 

media. However, actual feedback comes from a real audience and is likely to influence 

users’ future photo sharing behaviours. Hence, it is pivotal to review the role of feedback 

and engagement on social media in order to acquire a deeper understanding of photo 

sharing behaviours and how they can be affected by received and expected feedback.  

 

1.2.2 Social Media Feedback and Engagement  

The action of sharing images on social media is often followed by an expectation of 

receiving ‘likes’ and comments (e.g., Chua and Chang, 2016), which are often perceived 

as a tangible evaluation of social media posts popularity (Bakhshi et al., 2014; Li et al., 

2018; Lindell, 2019). As a result, received engagement can have considerable 

implications for users. Previous research has found that receiving ‘likes’ activates the 

reward network in a human brain (Sherman et al., 2016) and that positive feedback can 
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make people happy (Zell & Moeller, 2018) and increase their self-esteem (Burrow and 

Rainone, 2017; Zell & Moeller, 2018). On the other hand, there is evidence that 

insufficient feedback (i.e., not enough ‘likes’) can cause users to experience rejection and 

negative emotions and thoughts, which in turn can stimulate depressive symptoms (Lee 

et al., 2020). Furthermore, not receiving any engagement on social media can lower 

individuals’ self-esteem and make them feel like they do not belong, have no control over 

the situation, and that their existence is less meaningful (Tobin et al., 2015).  

 

Whilst the studies above demonstrate the influence of feedback on individuals’ wellbeing 

and emotions, little is known about the impact of received engagement on social media 

photo sharing behaviours. However, if photo sharing is indeed driven by self-presentation 

and involves mental conceptualisation of one’s target audience, then it is plausible that 

the actual feedback received from a real audience would influence users’ posting 

decisions. In order to address and investigate this issue, my research was aimed at 

answering the following question: 

 

RQ3: How does receiving different types of social media feedback and engagement (i.e., 

more than expected and less than expected) influence users’ photo sharing behaviours?  

 

Considering the effects of social media feedback on users, it is important to understand 

what drives users to ‘like’ and comment in the first place. Previous research has 

investigated what features of social media posts attract individuals’ attention and 

stimulate their engagement with it. For instance, Bakhshi et al. (2014) found that people 

were more inclined to ‘like’ and comment on the photos that display human faces. 

However, the popularity of a post seems to depend not only on revealing one’s face in the 

photo, but also on which side of the face you show. Lindell (2019) discovered that left 

cheek poses tend to receive more ‘likes’ than other right cheek poses.  

 

Whilst showing one’s face in a photo might not be the only way to attract engagement, it 

is less clear what types of content tend to elicit user feedback. According to Cvijikj and 

Michahelles (2013), entertaining posts have a higher likelihood of receiving feedback, 

but this finding was refuted by Dolan’s et al. (2019) study, which reported that users 

prefer to actively engage with informational rather than entertaining content. In a more 

recent study, Aramendia-Muneta et al. (2021) analysed travelling images on Instagram 

and discovered that individuals preferred to ‘like’ pictures of people, views, and shared 
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interests. However, commenting behaviours had different antecedents, as users were 

mostly responding to the images of hotels, festivals, water, animals, and tourist activities. 

Colour played an important role in eliciting comments as well, as users were triggered by 

the pictures with shades of cream, green, orange, and yellow. Interestingly, fake pictures 

and posts with multiple images were associated with lower numbers of likes received.  

 

Overall, the action of ‘liking’ content was found to activate the reward network in users’ 

brains (Sherman et al., 2018) - the same neural activity that happens when people receive 

‘likes’ (Sherman et al., 2016). Furthermore, Hong et al. (2017) discovered that ‘liking’ 

behaviour is influenced by both demographics (e.g., age, gender, and education level) and 

personality traits (e.g., generosity and self-consciousness). Previous research has also 

found that users are more inclined to 'like’ social media posts if they already have a higher 

‘like’ count (Sherman et al., 2016). In addition, enjoyment, ease, and pleasing others were 

identified as primary motivations to ‘like’ social media content (Lee et al., 2016). 

Interestingly, those with higher self-esteem were more likely to give ‘likes ‘for personal 

enjoyment, whilst those with lower self-esteem did so to please others.  

 

Whilst the above-mentioned studies provide insights into the common features of popular 

content and shed some light on users’ motivations to ‘like’ posts, there is little research 

on how relationships between people influence engagement with social media posts. In 

the present research, I investigate this issue by addressing the question below: 

 

RQ4: What factors shape individuals’ decisions to ‘like’ other users’ photos on social 

media?  

 

Specifically, the present thesis focuses on reciprocity, relationship maintenance, social 

grooming, and relational closeness as potential drivers of feedback provision and content 

engagement. Therefore, it is important to review existing literature on each of the 

aforementioned concepts and explore their potential influence on individuals’ ‘liking’ 

decisions.  

 

1.2.2.1 Social Grooming and Relationship Maintenance 

The term ‘social grooming’ was originally used to describe the interactions between 

primates aimed at building and maintaining relationships (Dunbar, 1996). Primates are 

believed to socially groom each other by combing and cleaning each other’s fur (Dunbar 
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1996; Dunbar 2010). By doing so, they establish social connections that are likely to result 

in mutual benefits (e.g., improved hygiene).  

 

Whilst originating in the field of primate studies, the term ‘social grooming’ has evolved 

to signify the bonding practices of humans (Dunbar, 1996; Dunbar 2010). Interactions, 

such as physical touch, gossip, and laughter, can be attributed to social grooming 

behaviours as people often perform them to support and develop relationships with others 

(Dunbar, 1996; Dunbar 2010; Dunbar, 2012; Nummenmaa et al., 2016). Interestingly, 

there is evidence that social grooming constitutes an important part of social development 

as individuals start to perform social grooming through flattery in early childhood (Fu & 

Lee, 2007).  

 

There is also evidence that humans evolved to resort to different social grooming 

strategies depending on the size and level of cooperation within a social group (Takano 

& Ichinose, 2018). In the small groups with low levels of cooperation, individuals are 

likely to concentrate their social grooming efforts on building and supporting a small 

number of strong relationships. However, in the large groups with high levels of 

cooperation, individuals are likely to focus on maintaining many weak relationships. 

Furthermore, in the mixed-type groups individuals are likely to engage in a combined 

social grooming strategy by investing more effort into developing a few strong 

relationships, whilst simultaneously maintaining a large number of weak relationships. 

 

Furthermore, contemporary social bonding behaviours can be defined as either 

lightweight or elaborate social grooming (Takano, 2018). Elaborate social grooming 

represents more complex forms of communication (e.g., face-to-face interactions) and is 

usually targeted at a small group of closely associated individuals. On the other hand, 

lightweight social grooming is typically characterised by simpler communication forms 

that require less time and effort to perform (e.g., social media interactions) and aimed at 

maintaining relationships with a wider group of weaker connections.  

 

Based on the results of Takano (2018) and Takano and Ichinose (2018), social media 

‘liking’ can be identified as a lightweight social grooming behaviour aimed at maintaining 

many weak relationships on social media. However, it is also possible that ‘likes’ can be 

used to perform a combined social grooming strategy, in which case they would also 
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contribute to the development and maintenance of close relationships with selected 

individuals.  

 

Whilst social grooming represents a plausible motivation for social media ‘liking’, there 

is an alternative explanation for engaging in such a behaviour – it can also be driven by 

the norm of reciprocity. Hence, it is important to review existing literature on the norm 

of reciprocity in order to understand how it might be associated with social media ‘liking’.  

 

1.2.2.2 Reciprocity 

Reciprocity can be described as both a fundamental moral principle and an internalised 

norm of treating others the way they treat you (Falk & Fischbacher, 2006; Gouldner, 

1960; Perugini et al., 2003). When people are driven by reciprocity they return kindness 

for kindness and hostility for hostility (Falk & Fischbacher, 2006). Respectively, there 

are two types of reciprocity – positive and negative (Perugini et al., 2003). Positive 

reciprocity is associated with the notion of reward and can be characterised as repaying 

any beneficial behaviour in kind (Perugini et al., 2003). On the other hand, negative 

reciprocity constitutes any punishing action towards those who engage in unkind 

behaviour (Perugini et al., 2003)..  

 

Previous research has also shown that reciprocity underlies the process of social exchange 

and, when focused on positive actions, contributes to the development of trust and 

solidarity in social relationships (Molm, 2010; Molm et al., 2007). It is also important to 

notice that reciprocity is not always a one-off behaviour. It can also be sequential, in 

which case the reciprocal equilibrium can be achieved through a series of positive actions 

in a social exchange (Dufwenberg & Kirchsteiger, 2004).  

 

Moreover, individuals engaging in reciprocal kindness tend to receive two types of 

benefits: those that have instrumental value and those that have symbolic value (Molm et 

al., 2007). Instrumental value can be defined as any practical benefit a person obtains 

from a positive reciprocal exchange, whilst symbolic value represents the emergence of 

affective regard that supports a social relationship between people. Interestingly, previous 

research has found that individuals engage in reciprocity even when more rational and 

nonreciprocal behaviour would bring higher instrumental benefits (Berg et al., 1995).  
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Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that social media ‘liking’ might be driven by positive 

reciprocity and aimed at receiving both instrumental (i.e., receiving more ‘likes’) and 

communicative (i.e., establishing and developing a social relationship) value. As a result, 

it is plausible that specific ‘liking’ behaviours can be at least partially explained by either 

social grooming or reciprocity – or to some extent by both. Thus, it is important to review 

what is already known about the role of social grooming, relationship maintenance, and 

reciprocity in social media behaviours and, specifically, ‘liking’.  

 

1.2.2.3 Social Grooming, Relationship Maintenance, and Reciprocity in Social Media 

‘Liking’. 

Many social media behaviours, such as messaging one’s friends, viewing other users’ 

content, and leaving comments under posts, can be attributed to social grooming (Kim & 

Chock, 2015; Lin, 2019; Sponcil & Gitimu, 2013; Tong & Walther, 2011; Tufekci, 2008; 

Utz & Beukeboom, 2011). ‘Liking’, in particular, can be identified as social grooming 

behaviour, as it is often performed to maintain relationships with other people by 

signaling one’s attention, support, and appreciation (Carr et al., 2016; Donath, 2007; 

Ellison et al., 2014; Ellison & Vitak, 2015; Hayes et al., 2016). Interestingly, social 

grooming through ‘liking’ has been found to support the accumulation of both bridging 

(Ellison’s et al., 2014) and bonding social capital (Lee et al., 2014b), which suggests that 

individuals use ‘likes’ to socially groom and maintain relationships with acquaintances 

and distant social connections as well as with family and close friends, respectively. 

 

Whilst the studies above interpret social media ‘liking’ as a social grooming behaviour, 

there is also evidence that ‘liking’ can be driven by reciprocity. Weerasinghe et al. (2020) 

found that Instagram users form exclusive groups, also known as pods, where members 

reciprocally like each other’s content in order to receive more feedback and engagement 

on their own posts – the activity also known as reciprocity abuse. Whilst the study above 

addresses a specific form of reciprocal behaviour, there is also evidence that reciprocity 

plays a more general role in shaping users’ feedback expectations. For example, Carr et 

al. (2018) discovered that the number of ‘likes’ a person expects to receive on their post 

depends on the approximate number of ‘likes’ this person usually gives to their followers 

– an assumption based on the  expectation of ‘liking’ reciprocity. Similarly, Levordashka 

et al. (2016) found that users tend to give ‘likes’ to those individuals who frequently like 

their posts. Furthermore, in her analysis of friendship on social media, Vallor (2012) 
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highlighted that many social media affordances, including content ‘liking’, provide 

practical opportunities for reciprocal behaviour between close individuals.  

 

Drawing on the studies above, the present thesis considers social grooming and 

reciprocity among the primary motivations that drive social media ‘liking’. However, it 

is still unclear whether both reciprocity and social grooming facilitate the same ‘liking’ 

behaviours or whether there are any differences in how these motivations shape users’ 

decisions to ‘like’ content. As both reciprocity and social grooming are aimed at 

maintaining and strengthening social relationships (Dunbar, 1996; Dunbar 2010; Dunbar, 

2012; Molm, 2010; Molm et al., 2007; Nummenmaa et al., 2016), it is possible that these 

motivations might produce different behavioural outcomes at different levels of relational 

closeness and tie strength. Thus, the section below provides a theoretical overview of 

these concepts and is followed by a review of existing work on relational closeness and 

tie strength in social media behaviours.  

 

1.2.2.4 Relational Closeness and Tie Strength 

Relational closeness is a wide theoretical concept that represents the extent of influence 

that one person has over another in a social relationship (Laursen & Collins, 2004). 

Previous research identified several ways of measuring relational closeness. One of the 

most common approaches is based on the inclusion of others scale (Aron et al., 1992), 

which uses a simple visual tool of two overlapping circles to assess the relational 

proximity between the two individuals. Alternatively, Berscheid et al. (1989) developed 

a more complex tool known as the Relationship Closeness Inventory (RCI), which 

utilised three subscales to assess the level of relational closeness between individuals: the 

frequency of face-to-face communication, the diversity of activities performed together, 

and the strength of interpersonal influence. Furthermore, relational closeness is 

commonly measured using the Interpersonal Solidarity Scale, which combines 20 items 

aimed at assessing different aspects of a social relationship (i.e., the levels of trust and 

understanding between the two people, the experienced like/dislike towards a person, 

etc.) (Wheeless, 1978). Another common way to identify the level of relational closeness 

between individuals is to assess their tie strength – the concept first introduced by 

Granovetter (1973). According to the author, strong ties denote close relationships, such 

as friends and family, whilst weak ties represent distant relationships, such as 

acquaintances and colleagues.  
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Furthermore, there is evidence that relational closeness impacts how individuals treat 

each other. For instance, previous research suggests that social support tends to come 

from strong ties and close relationships (Albrecht & Goldsmith, 2003; Griffith, 1985). 

Likewise, Feng & Magen (2016) found that the closer the two people are, the more likely 

they would be to give unsolicited advice to each other. Similarly, Li and Zhang (2021) 

discovered that when social media users see a post that calls for social support they are 

more likely to provide it if the relational closeness between them and the owner of the 

post is high. Interestingly, the results of Rozzell et al. (2014), Walther and Boyd (2002), 

and Wright (2000) somewhat contradict the outcomes of Li and Zhang (2021), as the 

these studies discovered that both strong and weak ties can provide sufficient social 

support online.  

 

The studies above demonstrate the importance of relational closeness and tie strength in 

interpersonal behaviour. Furthermore, their results suggest that the influence of relational 

closeness on decisions and behaviours might be manifested differently online. In addition, 

providing online social support includes interacting with posts and giving feedback on 

them, and hence, it is possible that the psychological mechanism behind the impact of 

relational closeness on online support provision is also applicable to other social media 

engagement behaviours, such as ‘liking’. The following section reviews what is already 

known about the influence of relational closeness and tie strength on social media 

behaviours and, specifically, ‘liking’.  

 

1.2.2.5 Relational Closeness and Tie Strength in Social Media ‘Liking’ 

Previous research discovered that relational closeness and tie strength play an important 

role in shaping social media behaviour. For example, Pennington et al. (2020) studied 

how people maintain and navigate relationships on social media and discovered that, 

when confronted with oversharing and excessive disclosure, individuals are more likely 

to remain connected with their strong ties (whilst potentially muting or hiding their 

content), but tend to unfriend or unfollow their weak ties. Moreover, Zheng et al. (2020) 

found that people post differently depending on what kind of audience they target. 

Specifically, users tend to engage not only in self-presentation but also in self-verification 

when they target close (rather than distant) audiences with their posts. In addition, Utz 

(2011) studied how college students used Facebook and Hyves (i.e., a discontinued Dutch 

SNS) and found that they were more likely to react to the posts and status updates of their 

friends rather than acquaintances.  
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Whilst the studies above demonstrate the significance of relational closeness and tie 

strength in shaping fundamental social media behaviours, such as relationship 

maintenance, sharing and disclosure, and reacting to social media content, it is also known 

that the level of closeness between individuals affects their perception of ‘likes’. For 

instance, the results of Carr et al. (2016) study demonstrate that people see ‘likes’ as the 

most supportive when they come from their close persons (e.g., friends and family) rather 

than acquaintances. Likewise, Scissors et al. (2016) studied users’ attitudes towards 

receiving ‘likes’ on Facebook and discovered that users pay more attention to whom they 

receive ‘likes’ from rather than the overall number of accumulated ‘likes’. Specifically, 

the authors discovered that people prefer receiving ‘likes’ from their close friends, 

romantic partners, and family (i.e., strong ties) and do not want to receive ‘likes’ from 

unknown persons, potential employers, professional contacts, managers, teachers, and 

supervisors (i.e., weak ties). Interestingly, the results of the study also show that users 

feel mostly neutral about receiving ‘likes’ from their acquaintances, parents, and co-

workers. In line with the studies above, the results of Mattke et al. (2020) demonstrate 

that people are more likely to view and click on sponsored content if one of their close 

persons ‘liked’ it previously, thus supporting the idea that ‘likes’ from strong ties carry 

more weight with users than ‘likes’ from weak ties.  In addition, Hayes et al. (2018) 

discovered that individuals feel socially excluded and ostracised when they do not receive 

‘likes’ from their close ones.  

 

The studies above demonstrate that people perceive ‘likes’ differently depending on the 

level of relational closeness between the ‘like’ giver and receiver. There is also evidence 

that relational closeness not only impacts users’ perception of ‘likes’ but influences their 

intention to ‘like’ social media content. For example, Xu et al. (2020) found that the high 

level of relational closeness between WeChat users was positively associated with the 

feeling of moral obligation, which in turn was positively associated with the intention to 

‘like’ posts. Similarly, Luarn et al. (2015) studied the relationship between social support 

and tie strength on social media and discovered that users ‘like’ the posts of their strong 

ties more frequently than the posts of their weak ties. Notably, the same result held for 

posting comments and sending messages online, as these behaviours are performed more 

frequently with strong ties rather than weak ties. Likewise, Sumner et al (2018) 

investigated users’ intentions to ‘like’ social media content and discovered that ‘liking’ 

behaviours are more common among close people rather than acquaintances. 
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Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that social media ‘liking’ can be at least partially 

explained by relational closeness and tie strength. However, as mentioned in the previous 

sections, ‘liking’ behaviours can also be attributed to social grooming and reciprocity. 

Whilst all three concepts have sufficient theoretical and empirical support to be 

considered as drivers of social media ‘liking’, it is still not known whether they have any 

interactional effects that would form an underlying psychological mechanism behind 

specific ‘liking’ behaviours. Therefore, the present research investigates the relationship 

between reciprocity, social grooming, and relational closeness and explores their impact 

on social media ‘liking’ when addressing RQ 4.  

 

Furthermore, the review above explored the concepts of self-presentation, impression 

management, imaginary audiences, reciprocity, social grooming, relational closeness, and 

tie strength as theoretical underpinnings for the first and third papers of the present thesis. 

However, there is another theoretical concept that binds all three papers of this thesis 

together – emotions and emotional regulation. Whilst there is evidence that received 

social media feedback influences individuals’ emotions (Lee et al., 2020; Zell & Moeller, 

2018) and that users share positive and negative sentiments in their posts (Andalibi, 2017; 

Dorethy et al., 2014), the role of affect and emotions in driving specific ‘liking’ and photo 

sharing behaviours remains unclear. Therefore, the following section reviews existing 

literature on emotions and emotion regulation in social media and provides theoretical 

context for the remaining research questions of the present thesis.  

 

1.2.3 Emotions in Social Media  

1.2.3.1 Emotions 

Emotions represent a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, which attracted 

considerable interest from the academic community. The exploration of emotions began 

as early as in 1872 when Charles Darwin (1872) published his book titled ‘The expression 

of the emotions in man and animals’ in which he argued that the two main purposes of 

emotions and their expression are survival and communication. By mid-20th century 

emotions were considered as feelings – inner forces that make people behave a certain 

way (Bedford, 1956). Another view was offered by evolutionary psychologists who 

interpreted emotions – or at least a certain subset of emotions – as a basic, universal, and 

pan-cultural phenomenon (e.g., Ekman et al. 1969; Ekman, 1999) that evolved through 

time to help humans adapt to and deal with ‘fundamental life tasks’ (Ekman, 1992, p. 
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171). A more contemporary view reflected in the sociodynamic model proposed by 

Mesquita and Boiger (2014) states that emotions are shaped by the sociocultural context 

in which they arise. Therefore, the authors consider emotions not as reactions to social 

interactions and events but as inseparable part of a dynamic system formed by both 

context and emotions.  

 

Whilst the work cited in the paragraph above represents only a very small fraction of all 

studies on emotions, affects, and feelings, it serves as a sufficient demonstration of the 

complexity of the respective phenomenon. Consequently, various approaches to studying 

emotions exist in contemporary research. However, the present thesis focuses on three 

specific emotion-related models to explain social media ‘liking’ and photo sharing 

behaviours: the modal model of emotions, the emotion regulation framework ,and the 

circumplex model of affect, all three of which are reviewed below.  

 

1.2.3.2 Emotion regulation framework and the modal model of emotions 

The concept of emotion regulation suggests that people are not just subject to emotions 

as something inevitable, but they can regulate and alter their emotional states through 

situational, cognitive, and behavioural adaptations (Gross, 1999; McRae & Gross, 2020; 

Thompson, 1994). In other words, people make intrinsic (e.g., changing one’s attitude 

toward the situation) and extrinsic (e.g., changing the actual situation) efforts to achieve 

their desired emotional states. Whilst the concept of emotion regulation covers a variety 

of psychological mechanisms involved in controlling and managing one’s emotional state 

(Thompson, 1994), the present thesis focuses on the emotion regulation framework 

(Baumeister et al., 2007) and the modal model of emotion (Gross, 2015), both of which 

describe a similar continuous emotion regulation mechanism. According to the 

framework and the model, experienced emotions (i.e., affects) can influence behavioural 

decisions. This phenomenon can be explained as an attempt to change or improve the 

situation which led to experiencing particular affects and, by doing so, to alter or enhance 

one’s emotional state.  

 

Notably, both the emotion regulation framework (Baumeister et al., 2007) and the modal 

model of emotions (Gross, 2015) do not focus on a one-off instance of emotion regulation 

but view it as a process of continuous feedback and changes. In other words, specific 

behaviours result in specific situations, which, in turn, have emotional and cognitive 

outcomes for the individual performing the behaviour. Depending on the favourability of 
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such outcomes, the individual would either feel reaffirmed in their original choice or 

consider alternative future behaviour that would yield different emotional and cognitive 

results. Thus, when a similar situation arises, the person would make a choice based on 

their previous emotional and cognitive experience, and the whole process would repeat 

again.  

 

Therefore, the present thesis employs the emotion regulation framework and the modal 

model of emotions as its primary tools for investigating emotions in social media photo 

sharing and ‘liking’. However, a deeper understanding of such a complex phenomenon 

would require not only outlining the regulation mechanism but also identifying and 

distinguishing between different types of emotions and affects. Hence, the present thesis 

draws on the circumplex model of affect and employs both valence- and arousal-based 

approaches to classify users’ affects and emotional states. The overview of the model is 

presented in the section below.  

 

1.2.3.3 The circumplex model of affect 

The circumplex model of affect is a two-dimensional bipolar spatial model that maps out 

different emotions based on their valence and level of psychological arousal (Russell, 

1980; Russell et al., 1989). The model is believed to explain various empirical findings 

in the fields of neuroscience, cognition, behaviour, and development more adequately 

than, for example, the theory of basic emotions (Posner et al., 2015). The model has also 

been validated cross-culturally (e.g., Loizou & Karageorghis, 2015). 

 

According to the model, every affect has a certain degree of (un)pleasantness (i.e., 

valence) and activation (i.e., psychological arousal) (Posner et al., 2009; Russell, 1980; 

Russell et al., 1989). The valence can be defined as either positive or negative and reflects 

the desirability and favourability of the emotional experience (Posner et al., 2009). For 

instance, happiness is a positively valenced affect, whilst sadness is a negatively valenced 

affect. Psychological arousal, on the other hand, is defined as the readiness to engage in 

active behaviour (Posner et al., 2009). For example, activated affects like anger and 

excitement have high psychological arousal, whilst deactivated affects like calmness and 

fatigue have low psychological arousal.  

 

Furthermore, both the valence and the level of psychological arousal define the position 

of the affect on the model map (Russell, 1980; Russell et al., 1989). Those emotions that 
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are situated in the relative proximity of each other are considered to be similar, whilst 

those that are located far from each other and/or on the opposite sides of the model are 

considered to be dissimilar. In addition, the larger the distance between the two affects is, 

the more dissimilar they are. Accordingly, the model allows for more depth when 

investigating emotional states and their effects on behaviour.  

 

Furthermore, based on its orthogonal axes, the circumplex model of affect can be divided 

into quadrants representing four specific groups: high-arousal positive emotions (e.g., 

excited, elated), low-arousal positive emotions (e.g., calm, relaxed), low arousal-negative 

emotions (e.g., sad, depressed), and high-arousal negative emotions (e.g., stressed, 

nervous) (Feldman Barrett & Russell, 1998). Respectively, the present thesis employs the 

aforementioned affect groups to study the effect of emotions on social media photo 

sharing and ‘liking’.  

 

1.2.3.4 Emotions in social media  

In accordance with the assumptions of the sociodynamic model (Mesquita & Boiger, 

2014), emotions are closely associated with many social media uses. For instance, people 

often convey emotions through their social media posts (Vermeulen et al., 2018), and for 

this purpose they use not only affective language and imagery but also specific colours 

and objects presented in their visual content (Song et al., 2020). Interestingly, the results 

of the studies on what kind of emotions people prefer to share on social media are 

controversial and thus not conclusive. For example, Andalibi et al. (2017) found that 

individuals share their negative experiences on Instagram, whilst Dorethy et al. (2014) 

discovered that social media users preferr to post positive photos to attract more feedback.  

 

However, posting is not the only way to experience emotions on social media. People 

also tend to get emotionally affected when they view posts made by other users (Lin and 

Utz, 2015; Utz, 2019). This, in turn, might result in emotional contagion, when users 

become influenced by the emotionality of the content they are exposed to and, as a result, 

share something that carries a similar emotional charge (Ferrara & Yang, 2015). 

Furthermore, individuals are more inclined to engage with (Shin & Lee, 2020) and reshare 

(Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2013) a post when it expresses emotions, which suggests that 

affective posts have better chances of triggering content interactions. The findings of 

these studies show that both the creation and consumption of content can have emotional 

consequences for individuals. Considering that the previous research on emotions in 
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social media yielded diverse and inconclusive results, especially with regards to photo 

sharing, the present thesis investigates the following research question:  

 

RQ5: What is the role of emotions in social media photo sharing?  

 

Another aspect of social media emotionality is reflected in users’ reactions to feedback 

and engagement. For example, Jackson & Luchner (2018) found that people with adaptive 

personality types experience positive emotions after receiving positive feedback, whilst 

people with maladaptive personality types experience negative emotions after negative 

feedback. Similarly, Li et al. (2018) found that teenage girls feel stressed when they do 

not receive a sufficient number of ‘likes’ and comments from their peers. Drawing on the 

studies above, the present thesis aims to clarify the impact of feedback and engagement 

on the emotions of social media users by addressing the following research question: 

 

RQ6: How do users react emotionally to social media feedback and engagement? 

 

Moreover, both the emotion regulation framework (Baumeister et al., 2007) and the 

modal model of emotion (Gross, 2015) suggest that individuals process and analyse their 

emotional outcomes and take subsequent actions to regulate their future affects. 

Therefore, it is possible that social media users might adapt their behaviours in order to 

increase or retain positive emotions experienced after positive engagement and decrease 

or evade negative emotions experienced after negative or inadequate engagement. 

Accordingly, such adaptations might include changes in photo sharing and ‘liking’ 

behaviours that are aimed at regulating incoming feedback and increasing the number of 

received ‘likes’ and comments. Thus, the present thesis investigates the aforementioned 

assumptions by addressing the following research questions: 

 

RQ7: How do emotional reactions to feedback and engagement influence users’ future 

photo sharing behaviours?  

RQ8: How do emotional reactions to feedback and engagement influence users’ future 

‘liking’ behaviours?  

 

Therefore, it can be concluded that emotions have various manifestations in social media, 

ranging from the sharing of affective content to emotional contagion to the effects of 

feedback and engagement on users’ emotional states and the influence of experienced 
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affects on subsequent behaviours. Hence, it is necessary to clarify what roles emotions 

play in the process of photo sharing and how exactly users convey their emotions through 

visual posts. In addition, it is still unclear how users react emotionally to different types 

of feedback and engagement after sharing images on their social media profiles. 

Furthermore, it is not known whether such emotional reactions alter individuals’ future 

photo sharing and ‘liking’ behaviours. These ambiguities and uncertainties represent the 

gaps in the existing academic knowledge which I address and elucidate in the present 

thesis.  

 

1.3 Methodology and Research Philosophy  

The overall ontological, epistemological, and methodological basis of this theses can be 

attributed to the research paradigm of pragmatism. In contrast to positivism and 

interpretivism, pragmatism is not centered around specific beliefs about metaphysical 

concepts such as the nature of truth and reality but instead focuses on solving research 

questions and inquiries (Kaushik & Walsh, 2019). Furthermore, according to pragmatism, 

it is the specifics of such questions and enquiries that define what philosophical and 

methodological approaches should be used to answer them. Ontologically, pragmatism 

implies that metaphysical constructs such as ideas about reality are directly defined by 

their practical outcomes (Goldkuhl, 2012). The epistemological basis of pragmatism can 

be described as constructive knowledge, as this paradigm encompasses and embraces 

many types of knowledge, including explanatory, descriptive, prescriptive, normative, 

and prospective knowledge (Goldkuhl, 2012). Due to its flexibility and inclusion, 

pragmatism is commonly associated with both qualitative and quantitative methods as 

well as mixed-method studies. Respectively, the present thesis outlines specific questions 

and selects the most appropriate research philosophies and methodologies to solve them. 

The philosophical and methodological approaches of each of the three studies are 

described below.  

 

1.3.1 Study 1 (Chapter II)  

The first study of the present thesis is an exploratory undertaking that focuses on users’ 

attitudes towards the wider process of social media photo sharing. As a result, the study 

asks broad open-ended questions about various aspects of social media positing, 

including the choice of content and reactions to received feedback.  
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As the study’s research questions center around subjective individual experiences and 

perceptions of photo sharing, it stands to reason that the study follows interpretivist 

paradigm in its philosophical approach. Accordingly, the study is based on the relativist 

ontology as it views photo sharing not as an objective and universal process but rather a 

very personal and self-defined experience (Killam, 2013). Epistemologically, the study 

follows the subjectivist approach and pursues an in-depth understanding of users’ 

perceptions and attitudes towards social media photo sharing, with a lesser focus on 

acquiring explanatory knowledge (Aliyu et al., 2014; Goldkuhl, 2012). As a result, the 

study employs a qualitative method of semi-structured interviews combined with photo 

elicitation and creative scenarios and takes an inductive approach to its data analysis by 

making conclusions based on participants’ data. The method used allows for an in-depth 

interaction and engagement with participants and respectively provides them with a more 

rounded tool for relaying their private experiences, opinions, and understandings.  

 

1.3.2 Study 2 (Chapter III)  

The second study of the present thesis seeks to explain specific photo sharing behaviours, 

such as content change and posting frequency. It investigates the influence of received 

engagement on these behaviours and its mediation by emotions.  

 

As the second study focuses on concrete and measurable aspects of the two specific social 

media behaviours, it belongs to the paradigm of post positivism. Therefore, the study 

follows the ontology of critical realism and is based on the assumption that received 

engagement, emotions, posting frequency, and content change are objective and 

observable aspects of reality (Aliyu et al., 2014). It is also important to notice that, as the 

study supports the beliefs of critical rather than naïve realism, it acknowledges the 

probabilistic and imperfect nature of its observations and conclusions (Aliyu et al., 2014). 

Epistemologically, the study follows the objectivist approach and, with reasonable 

criticism, accepts the truthfulness of its findings (Aliyu et al., 2014). Consequently, the 

study employs a quantitative method of mediation analysis and resorts to deductive 

reasoning by testing a set of hypotheses in a within-subject experiment with three 

controlled conditions.  
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1.3.3 Study 3 (Chapter IV)  

The third study of the present thesis investigates the psychological mechanism behind 

social media ‘liking’. As a result, it explores the relationships between receiving a ‘like’ 

from another user, resulting emotions, the level of relational closeness between users, and 

the intention to ‘like’ other user’s content.  

 

The third study follows the same research paradigm of post positivism as the second 

study. Based on the ontological assumptions of critical realism, the study considers its 

key constructs as the observable elements of reality that can be critically assessed, 

measured, and probabilistically analysed (Aliyu et al., 2014). The study also follows the 

objectivist epistemology and thus considers its findings as truthful within specified limits 

(Aliyu et al., 2014). Thus, the study uses a quantitative method od moderated mediation 

and applies deductive reasoning to test a set of hypotheses in a between-subject 

experiment with four controlled conditions.  

 

1.4 Ethics 

The studies presented in this thesis are approved by the Social Science Research Ethics 

Committee (SSREC) of the University of Bath. The participants of all three studies were 

presented with an information sheet and a consent form, both of which followed the 

University of Bath ethics guidelines. Hence, informed consent was obtained prior to any 

study engagement and participation. All data obtained from the interviews and online 

experiments was pseudo-anonymised (i.e., transcripts) and anonymised (i.e., datasets), 

kept confidential, and held securely on the University of Bath managed server in an 

encrypted folder. The raw data and audio files, such as the original non-anonymised 

datasets, transcripts, and audio files, have been destroyed to protect the anonymity of 

participants.   

 

1.5 The Chapters of the Present Thesis 

The present thesis incorporates five chapters. Chapter I provides a general introduction 

and overview of the key themes and topics addressed in my research. Chapter II delivers 

a summary of a qualitative study on photo sharing, feedback, emotions, and imagined 

audiences. Chapter III describes a within-subject online experiment designed to test a 

mediation model of engagement, emotions, and photo sharing behaviours. Chapter IV 

provides an overview of a between-subject online experiment aimed at testing a 

moderated mediation model of emotions, relational closeness, and ‘like’ reciprocation. 
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Chapter V delivers a conclusion, including theoretical and practical implications of the 

present thesis and directions for future research. The summary of the chapters II-IV is 

presented in the Table 1.1.  

 

 Chapter II Chapter III Chapter IV 

Method Qualitative Quantitative Quantitative 

Concepts 

and themes 

Photo sharing;  

Imagined audiences; 

Emotions; 

Social media 

feedback; 

Self-presentation 

Photo sharing; 

Social media 

engagement; 

Emotions; 

Posting frequency; 

Content change 

‘Liking’; 

Social grooming; 

Reciprocity; 

Emotions; 

Relational closeness; 

Tie strength 

Design Scenario-based 

semi-structured 

interviews; 

Photo elicitation; 

Storytelling  

Within-subject online 

experiment; 

Mediation model 

Between-subject 

online experiment; 

Moderated mediation 

model 

Sample size 24 248 201 

Analysis 

type 

Thematic analysis Markov chain Monte 

Carlo sampling; 

Probit link function; 

Least square 

regressions 

Bootstrapping; 

Pearson’s correlation; 

Simple mediation; 

Moderated mediation; 

Mediation and 

Moderation 

Publication 

stage 

Published in Social 

Media + Society 

Published in 

Computers in Human 

Behavior 

Ready for journal 

submission 

Table 1.1. The overview of the Chapters II-IV of the present thesis. 

 

1.5.1 Chapter I: Introduction 

This chapter provides an overview of the relevant literature and defines the overarching 

research questions that guided the investigation and exploration of photo sharing 

behaviours and the associated engagement in the present thesis. The chapter highlights 

the importance of social media and analyses the existing studies on Facebook and 

Instagram – the two platforms the present thesis puts emphasis on. Furthermore, this 
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chapter examines what we already know about photo sharing, emotions, feedback, and 

engagement in social media and identifies the gaps in the existing knowledge, which are 

reflected in the research questions below and addressed in the following chapters: 

 

RQ1: Why do users share photos on social media?  

RQ2: How do users choose what pictures to share on their social media profiles?  

RQ3: How does receiving different types of social media feedback and engagement (i.e., 

more than expected and less than expected) influence users’ photo sharing behaviours?  

RQ4: What factors shape individuals’ decisions to ‘like’ other users’ photos on social 

media?  

RQ5: What is the role of emotions in social media photo sharing?  

RQ6: How do users react emotionally to social media feedback and engagement? 

RQ7: How do emotional reactions to feedback and engagement influence users’ future 

photo sharing behaviours?  

RQ8: How do emotional reactions to feedback and engagement influence users’ future 

‘liking’ behaviours?  

 

The research questions above shaped the studies presented in Chapters II-IV and inspired 

the hypotheses presented in those studies.  

 

1.5.2 Chapter II: Imagined Audiences, Emotions, and Feedback Expectations in 

Social Media Photo Sharing 

The study in Chapter II employed scenario-based semi-structured interviews in order to 

understand all stages of photo sharing process from the initial selection of images to post-

feedback behavioural changes. In doing so, it draws on the concepts of self-presentation 

and imagined audiences. It also investigates the various manifestations of emotions in 

this process, such as the sharing of affective content and emotional reactions to feedback. 

Furthermore, the study presented in this chapter introduces and explores the concept of 

feedback expectations, which reflects how many ‘likes’ and comments users expect to 

receive on their social media posts. It then proceeds to evaluate how the discrepancies 

between received and expected feedback affect users, both in terms of behaviour and 

emotions.  

 

The results of the study presented in Chapter II indicated that individuals engaged in self-

presentation and impression management through photo sharing and thus considered their 
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imagined audiences when posting images online. As a result, they chose those pictures 

that would evoke interest and provoke future interactions and conversations. For this 

purpose, the users in the study selected emotional, positive, and exciting photos, believing 

that these types of images have the best chances of drawing viewers’ attention. This 

deliberate behaviour, that can be labelled as engagement-seeking, was associated with 

certain feedback expectations. When the received numbers of ‘likes’ and comments were 

higher than anticipated, the study participants experienced happiness, which, however, 

did not induce them to post similar content again. The replication of successful posts was 

only deemed appropriate after a passage of time and with a suitable caption (e.g., a 

‘throwback’ post). Moreover, receiving less feedback than expected led individuals to 

feel dissatisfied and detached from their imagined audiences. Consequently, the 

participants dismissed such feedback as insignificant and resorted to rationalisation. 

These experiences also resulted in two particular behavioural changes. The users in the 

study often chose to repost the unsuccessful photo later, avoiding the issues they had 

identified when rationalising, such as the wrong timing of the post and/or the absence of 

filters. Alternatively, individuals tried posting something completely different. For 

example, if a user shared a portrait with their partner and did not receive enough feedback, 

next time they would post a view with no people in it.  

 

Therefore, Chapter II addressed RQ1-3 and RQ5-7. Among other findings, the study 

presented in this chapter clarified the influence of feedback on emotions and behaviour, 

and these insights inspired the study presented in the Chapter III, which focuses on 

understanding the specific links between received engagement and the resulting changes 

in users’ posting frequency and content choices.  

 

The study presented in Chapter II is published in Social Media + Society as: 

Stsiampkouskaya, K., Joinson, A., Piwek, L., & Stevens, L. (2021). Imagined Audiences, 

Emotions, and Feedback Expectations in Social Media Photo Sharing. Social Media + 

Society, 7(3), 1-19. https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051211035692 

 

1.5.3 Chapter III: Emotional Responses to Likes and Comments Regulate Posting 

Frequency and Content Change Behaviour on Social Media: An Experimental 

Study and Mediation Model. 

The study presented in Chapter III followed an experimental approach in testing a 

complex mediation model which was developed based on the results of the study 
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presented in Chapter II. The model included received engagement (more than expected 

vs. less than expected ‘likes’ and comments) as an independent variable, four emotional 

states (high-arousal positive, low-arousal positive, high-arousal negative, and low-arousal 

negative affects) as mediators, and posting frequency and content change as dependent 

variables. Accordingly, the study aimed to understand how exactly received engagement 

affects users’ emotional states, and how the resulting affective reactions change 

individuals’ posting frequency and content choices.  

 

A within-subject experiment with three engagement conditions (expected, more than 

expected, and less than expected engagement) was conducted in order to test the model. 

The ‘expected’ engagement condition served as a reference point for ‘more than 

expected’ and ‘less than expected’ engagement conditions. The results demonstrated that 

users tend to experience excitement and enthusiasm when they receive more ‘likes’ and 

comments than they anticipated, and that these emotions lead to an increase in 

individuals’ posting frequency. On the other hand, receiving fewer ‘likes’ and comments 

than expected leads to users experiencing sadness, feeling upset, anger, and frustration. 

Interestingly, negative low-arousal emotions (i.e., sadness and feeling upset) caused users 

to change the type of content they posted (e.g., switching from portraits to sceneries), but 

high-arousal negative emotions (i.e., anger and frustration) prompted individuals to 

persevere with the same type of content. However, the participants were more likely to 

feel sad and upset than angry and frustrated after receiving less than expected 

engagement, and thus changing the type of content in a subsequent post was a more 

common reaction. 

 

Overall, the study presented in Chapter III explored RQ2-3 and RQ6-7 and tested a 

specific model that demonstrated the associations between received engagement, 

emotions, posting frequency, and content change. The results confirmed the importance 

of received ‘likes’ and comments in shaping users’ photo sharing behaviours. As the study 

established the influence of engagement on individuals’ posting patters, it became evident 

that the next logical step would be to investigate why people engage with social media 

posts in the first place. In other words, if we know that the number of ‘likes’ received 

changes how people post, it is important to understand why this number fluctuates and 

differs from users’ expectations. Therefore, Chapter III addresses this issue and studies 

the links between emotions, reciprocity, social grooming, relational closeness, and the 

intention to ‘like’.  
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The study presented in Chapter III is published in Computers in Human Behavior as: 

Stsiampkouskaya, K., Joinson, A., Piwek, L., & Ahlbom, C.-P. (2021) Emotional 

responses to likes and comments regulate posting frequency and content change 

behaviour on social media: An experimental study and mediation model. Computers in 

Human Behavior, 124, 1-14. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2021.106940. 

 

1.5.4 Chapter IV: To ‘Like’ or Not to ‘Like’?: An Experimental Study on Relational 

Closeness, Social Grooming, Reciprocity, and Emotions in Social Media ‘Liking’. 

Chapter IV draws on the concepts of relational closeness, reciprocity, social grooming, 

and emotion regulation and investigates why people give ‘likes’ to each other. The study 

presented in this chapter tested a moderated mediation model in a randomised between-

subject experiment. The model incorporated Receiving a ‘like’ as an independent 

variable, high-arousal positive emotions (excitement and enthusiasm) as a mediator 

variable, relational closeness as a moderator variable, and the intention to ‘like’ as an 

dependent variable. The study aimed at understanding whether individuals tend to engage 

in social grooming and reciprocate ‘likes’ on social media. It has also explored whether 

users experience excitement and enthusiasm after receiving ‘likes’, and if so, whether 

these emotional changes incentivise individuals to return ‘likes’ in future. Furthermore, 

the study investigated how people changed their ‘liking’ behaviours depending on the 

level of relational closeness between users.  

 

The findings of the study demonstrated an association between receiving a ‘like’ and the 

intention to ‘like’, which suggests that on the whole users tend to return ‘likes’ for ‘likes’. 

The outcomes of the mediation model showed that high-arousal positive emotions 

mediated the relationship between Receiving a ‘like’ and the intention to ‘like’. The 

participants were likely to experience enthusiasm and excitement after receiving a ‘like’ 

from a person, which, in turn, led to a higher likelihood of them giving a ‘like’ to this 

person in future. However, adding relational closeness to the model negated the results 

of emotional mediation, thus implying the variable’s overarching importance. In 

additions, the results of the moderated mediation model revealed the existence of two 

different approaches to ‘liking’ that depended on the level of closeness between 

individuals. The participants were inclined to ‘like’ the posts of their friends regardless 
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of whether they had received a ‘like’ from them previously, which can be explained as a 

form of social grooming. Simultaneously, direct reciprocation played an important role 

in the ‘liking’ behaviours aimed at acquaintances. When the level of relational closeness 

was low, users tended to mirror the behaviour of their ‘liking’ counterpart, returning 

‘likes’ for ‘likes’ and ignoring the posts of those people who had previously ignored their 

posts.  

 

Thus, Chapter IV addressed RQ4 and RQ8 and provided insights into why users ‘like’ 

content on social media. It connected and clarified the roles of emotions, social grooming, 

reciprocation, and relational closeness in ‘liking’ behaviours. The results of the study 

indicated that there is a clear distinction in how users treat the posts of their friends versus 

the posts of their acquaintances. The study also has interesting implications in terms of 

emotions. Whilst adding relational closeness to the model cancelled the significance of 

emotional mediation, the findings still provide a sufficient ground for further 

investigation into the links between emotions and ‘liking’ behaviours. On the whole, 

Chapter IV contributes to our understanding of social grooming theory, the norm of 

reciprocity, emotion regulation model, and the concept of relational closeness and 

elucidates the mechanism behind ‘liking’ behaviours, the results of which shape photo 

sharing decisions as demonstrated in Chapters II and III.  

 

The study presented in Chapter IV is currently under major revision in Journal of 

Computer-Mediated Communication.  

 

1.5.5 Chapter V: Conclusion  

This chapter provides a final overview of the findings presented in this thesis. It also 

offers a more holistic and connected perspective on the process of photo sharing, building 

upon the results of the papers mentioned in Chapters II-IV. Moreover, Chapter V delivers 

a discussion on the theoretical contributions of the thesis, touching upon various concepts 

and theories incorporated in the chapters above. The chapter also explores the practical 

implications of the included papers and their outcomes, providing recommendations for 

social media platforms, users, and businesses. In addition, Chapter V covers future 

research directions that can be taken to build upon the findings of the present thesis.  
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The first study of the present thesis explores social media photo sharing from a wider 

perspective and employs a novel qualitative method of creative storytelling that combines 

photo elicitation and semi-structured scenario-based interviews. The goal of this chapter 

is to investigate why individuals share content on social media, how they choose photos 

to post, and what role emotions play in the process of sharing images online. Additionally, 

the chapter emphasises the significance of received feedback and investigates its 

influence on subsequent photo sharing behaviours.  

 

The results of this chapter contribute to our knowledge of photo sharing and emotions on 

social media and identify various emotional and behavioural reactions to social media 

feedback.  
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2 Imagined Audiences, Emotions, and Feedback Expectations in Social 

Media Photo Sharing. 
 

Abstract 

The present research explores the effects of imagined audiences, emotions, and feedback 

expectations on social media photo sharing. We focus on the audience-oriented approach 

to sharing and on how discrepancies between expected and received feedback might 

shape photo sharing behaviours. Twenty-four participants were interviewed using 

scenario-based semi-structured interview method. The participants were asked to develop 

an imagined story about two fictional individuals who decided to share a photo on their 

social media. The story was guided by questions about the characters’ motivations and 

incentives to post and explored three alternative scenarios representing the reception of 

usual feedback, better than usual feedback, and the absence of expected feedback, 

respectively. The results indicate that individuals often adopt their audience’s perspective 

when choosing a photo to post, and consider whether the chosen image would evoke 

sufficient interest to induce feedback. The participants believed that emotional photos 

engaged their audience and motivated the viewers to provide feedback. Furthermore, the 

study identified and analysed the concept of feedback expectations. When received 

feedback exceeded the expectations, individuals experienced happiness. However, the 

replication of successful content was considered appropriate only if accompanied by a 

suitable caption and posted after a period of time. When received feedback failed to meet 

their expectations, individuals felt disconnected from their audiences and experienced 

disappointment. They employed rationalisation and feedback dismissal as coping 

mechanisms and displayed two common behavioural responses to unsuccessful feedback; 

they attempted to repost the photo avoiding previous mistakes, and they changed the style 

of content they posted. 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Imagine that you have just returned from an exciting and pleasant trip. Your phone 

memory is full of brand-new inspiring photos, and you look forward to letting the world 

know about your recent adventure. If you are a social media user, chances are that your 

profile will soon be updated with a picture that seems special to you, reflects your 

individual experience, and adds another piece of your digital identity into the jigsaw 

puzzle of your personal account. But what kind of image would that be and why would 
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you share it? Who would you post it for? What kind of feedback would you anticipate, 

and how would you feel if your received feedback differed from your expectations? 

 

The above description and questions were presented to the participants of this study 

during scenario-based semi-structured interviews. In the present research, we explore the 

role that emotions and imagined audiences might play in social media photo sharing, and 

how differences between anticipated and received feedback may shape the posting 

behaviours on Facebook and Instagram. 

 

While there have been significant amounts of research and theorising on self-

presentation, impression management, and imagined audiences in both online and offline 

contexts (e.g., Goffman, 1959; Leary & Kowalski, 1990; Litt, 2012; Marwick & boyd, 

2011), it is still not clear how these constructs interact in shaping online photo sharing 

behaviours. Our study investigates what roles self-presentation and imagined audiences 

play in posting photos online. We are interested in how these constructs influence specific 

elements of photo sharing, such as selecting content for a post and interpreting feedback. 

 

In addition, while there has been research on emotions in social media, it focused mostly 

on specific aspects and steps of photo sharing (e.g., Chua & Chang, 2016; Malighetti et 

al., 2020). In contrast, our research clarifies how emotions manifest themselves 

throughout the whole process of posting a picture and distinguishes between the different 

photo sharing stages these emotions belong to. 

 

Finally, there has been limited research on social media feedback and its behavioural and 

emotional consequences for users (e.g., Jackson & Luchner, 2018; Li et al., 2018). In our 

study, we develop a concept of feedback expectations and analyse how the discrepancies 

between actual and expected feedback impact actions and emotions of individuals. 

 

To sum up, our research connects self-presentation and impression management with 

imagined audiences, emotions, and feedback expectations on social media and identifies 

specific behavioural consequences that result from the combined influences of the above 

constructs. 

 

The literature review below draws on the extant studies and theories that relate to the field 

of social media photo sharing. First, we review self-presentation and impression 
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management theory in the context of the present study, including the two-component 

model of impression management. Second, we explore how the relationships between 

imagined audiences, feedback, emotions, and self-presentation shape social media 

sharing behaviours. 

 

2.1.1 The Theory of Self-Presentation and Impression Management 

When a person posts a photo, they usually convey some personal information through 

it—for example, their individual appearance, location, and tastes. In this article, we 

consider social media photo sharing in the context of self-disclosure and apply impression 

management and self-presentation theory to understand motivations behind posting 

images online. 

 

Self-disclosure encompasses a wide range of behaviours that lead to the sharing of 

information about oneself with others, and is often the focus of attention in social media 

research (Cozby, 1973; Luo & Hancock, 2020; Wheeless & Grotz, 1976). Self-

presentation and impression management theory is often applied to explain behaviours 

related to self-disclosure, in particular our choices about what to share (or to withhold 

from others). The notion of impression management as one of the key drivers of human 

behaviour comes from the field of social psychology and implies that people engage in 

behaviours that shape how other people see and perceive them (Goffman, 1959; Leary & 

Kowalski, 1990; Marder, 2012; Schlenker, 1980). Contrary to some popular beliefs, self-

presentation is rarely associated with misrepresentation and manipulative and vain 

behaviours. (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). In other words, when an individual performs 

impression management, they carefully consider what personal information should be 

made available or restricted to other people rather than present a false or untrue image of 

oneself to them. As such, successful self-presentation involves filtering information about 

oneself in such a way as to be favourably evaluated by other people, especially when 

aimed at less familiar audiences and in a short-term context. Impression management 

becomes complex and multifaceted when considered in the context of long-term 

relationship with close people—such a relationship would require a fine balance between 

accuracy and favourability. For instance, Tice et al. (1995) found that people resorted to 

favourable self-enhancement when presenting themselves to strangers, but were driven 

by modesty when managing the impressions of their friends. As a result, measured and 

thoughtful impression management can help individuals integrate better into society and 

build relationships with other people (Leary, 1996). Therefore, self-presentation plays an 
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important role in the successful social functioning of an individual, and failure to achieve 

the desired impressions can lead to social anxiety and unpleasant experiences (Schlenker 

& Leary, 1982). 

 

Self-presentation can involve both automated and controlled cognitive processes, which 

means that the actions of individuals who perform impression management are not always 

conscious and deliberate (Goffman, 1959; Schlenker, 2012). People can engage in self-

presentation behaviours without being fully aware of doing so. Nonetheless, automated 

behaviour does not imply the lack of intention. Behaviour scripts and patterns that require 

low cognitive effort can be initially learned and adopted in an attempt to achieve certain 

goals, such as exerting control over information about oneself available to others (Bargh, 

1996; Dijksterhuis & Aarts, 2010; Schlenker, 2012). As a result, a person can follow a 

behaviour script that was originally developed as part of their self-presentation but later 

became an automated behaviour pattern. 

 

Interestingly, Bolino and Turnley (2003) found that men were more likely to engage in 

impression management behaviours than women, although the difference between the 

two genders was less striking when considering only positive impression management 

tactics. In addition, they discovered that individuals who tended to self-monitor their 

behaviour and scored low in Machiavellianism were more likely to perform positive 

impression management. 

 

Furthermore, Leary and Kowalski (1990) presented a two-component model of 

impression management. The first component represents the motivations for engaging in 

intentional self-presentation, while the second component reflects the construction of 

desired impressions. According to the model, individuals present themselves to others in 

a certain way if they have a relevant goal they want to achieve, such as development and 

strengthening of social ties, or if they anticipate the reception of valuable outcomes, such 

as an increase in self-esteem or identity formation. Furthermore, individuals are more 

likely to manage the impressions of others about them, if their current image differs from 

their desired image. With regard to the second component, the impressions that people 

convey to others often stem from the self-concept of an individual, their current image, 

and their desired identity (e.g., who they think they are, how they think others see them 

now, and whom they want to be, respectively). In addition, these impressions are 

frequently limited by the social roles and undesired identities of individuals (e.g., who 
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they are in relation to other people and whom they do not want to be, respectively) and 

adjusted to the values of those people whose opinions are important to the person 

performing impression management. 

 

2.1.2 Self-Presentation and Impression Management on Social Media 

The asynchronous nature of many contemporary social media platforms provides a wide 

scope for selective self-disclosure and careful self-presentation. It could be argued that 

individuals have better opportunities for filtering and tailoring personal information on 

social networking sites (SNSs) than they do in real life, which in turn leads to a more 

intentional impression management. Therefore, self-presentation and impression 

management theory has been widely applied to explain various digital behaviours. Schau 

and Gilly (2003) identified creation of personal websites as digital self-presentation. 

Similarly, Manago et al. (2008) found that individuals used MySpace to present idealised 

versions of themselves. Lyu (2016) discovered that social media users modify their 

traveling selfies in order to convey the desired impressions to their audience. 

 

Several studies have explored how Facebook users tend to present themselves. Michikyan 

et al. (2014) found that individuals mostly express their real selves on Facebook, in 

comparison to their ideal or false selves. Vogel and Rose (2016) analysed the existing 

literature on Facebook self-presentation and its psychological outcomes, and found that 

users mostly engage in positive impression management, but the mental consequences of 

such behaviour depend on whether their idealised version of self is built upon their own 

understanding or on the opinions of others. In the former case, the outcomes of Facebook 

self-presentation are typically beneficial to the person performing it, while in the latter 

case, they are mostly harmful. 

 

Previous research has also identified various predictors of self-presentation on Facebook. 

Seidman (2013) identified low conscientiousness and high neuroticism as the main 

drivers of Facebook self-presentation. Mehdizadeh (2010) found that narcissism and low 

self-esteem were associated with greater self-promotion and more deliberate impression 

management on Facebook. Michikyan et al. (2014) found that the presentation of one’s 

real self was associated with a congruent understanding of one’s own identity, while 

lower congruency and low self-esteem were associated with false self-presentation. 

Similarly, Gil-Or et al. (2015) found that low self-esteem predicts false self-presentation 

on Facebook. More specifically, Lee et al. (2014) found that high extraversion was 
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associated with both Facebook photo sharing and status updates, while narcissism was 

only associated with Facebook status updates. Similarly, Bowden-Green et al. (2020) 

found that extraversion induces the overall social media use across different platforms 

and the creation of content on SNSs. Therefore, these studies show that while there are 

multiple aspects that influence user’s willingness to engage in self-presentation on social 

media, managing audiences’ impressions represents a common and widespread behaviour 

on SNSs. 

 

Furthermore, several studies recognised self-presentation, self-expression, and self-

promotion as common drivers of Instagram photo sharing. Lee et al. (2015) identified 

five main motivations that explain user’s engagement with Instagram, according to which 

people choose to share and view content in order to express their thoughts and feelings, 

communicate with others, keep photos as memories, find distraction from reality, and 

watch other users. Sheldon et al. (2017) analysed differences in Instagram use motivations 

between American and Croatian students and found that Croatian students were more 

likely to engage in Instagram activity for social purposes (e.g., interaction with other 

users), while American students were more interested in individualistic uses of Instagram 

(e.g., for self-promotion). Overall, Sheldon et al. (2017) identified five main motivations 

for Instagram use: self-promotion, social interaction, diversion, documentation, and 

creativity. Instagram users have also been found to share photos (specifically, selfies) to 

receive attention from other users (Sung et al., 2016), manage their impressions (Pounders 

et al., 2016), and thus satisfy the need for social exhibitionism (Sorokowska et al., 2016). 

O’Donnell (2018) found that frequent photo posting on Instagram (in particular, in 

Stories) predicted users’ need for visual self-expression. However, it must be noted that 

intended self-presentation does not always match audiences’ actual perceptions. For 

instance, Harris and Bardey (2019) discovered that the way observers perceived 

personalities of Instagram users differed from how those users thought they were 

presenting themselves, thus demonstrating the discrepancy between the desired and actual 

self-presentation. The aforementioned work demonstrates that self-presentation and self-

promotion constitute one of the most common drivers of social media posting, and 

specifically photo sharing. 

 

Therefore, we can conclude that users engage in impression management when they post 

on social media. According to self-presentation theory, users target their impression 

management behaviours at specific imagined audiences. It is logical to assume that this 
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approach is valid not only for offline behaviours, but for online context as well. Hence, it 

is important to investigate how social media users imagine their audiences, and how these 

mental images influence self-presentation on SNSs. 

 

2.1.3 Imagined Audiences on Social Media 

As mentioned earlier, people engage in self-presentation to make a specific impression 

on their audience (Schlenker, 2012). According to Schlenker and Leary’s (1982), this 

behaviour results in people imagining that they are watched and evaluated by their 

audience, and thus it leads to individuals’ increased attention to their audience’s feedback. 

These expectations influence the emotional state of the person performing impression 

management. While their research focused on social anxiety and explained it as a 

consequence of perceived unfavourable reactions from an individual’s audience, we 

argue that this approach to examining self-presentation can be applied to other types of 

imagined feedback and, subsequently, other types of emotional outcomes. In order to 

investigate the outlined connections between the constructs, we explore how they 

manifest themselves in the context of social media. 

 

Social media users often target their sharing behaviours at a specific audience. However, 

due to the ambiguity and difficulty of identifying actual characteristics of one’s viewers 

and followers, individuals often create a mental representation of their target audience 

(Litt, 2012; Marwick & boyd, 2011). The issue of dealing with multiple and diverse 

audiences on social media is known as context collapse (Marwick & boyd, 2011). Litt 

and Hargittai (2016) discovered that there are two ways in which users cope with large 

and varied audiences on social media. According to the first approach, individuals 

generalised their viewers into one broad imagined audience. Following the second 

approach, users focused on a specific subgroup of their audience and took their 

characteristics as the basis for their imagined target audience. Furthermore, Marder et al. 

(2016) conducted a survey of 379 Facebook users and discovered that they selected the 

subsection of viewers with both the highest value and standards combined as their target 

audience for self-presentation. These studies demonstrate that individuals find it difficult 

to identify their actual social media audiences in all their diversity and variety, and as a 

result, they employ the different approaches, such as choosing the strongest audience 

(Marder et al., 2016) to creating a specific mental image of their social media viewers. 
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In addition, there have been multiple attempts in social media research to classify 

imagined audiences on different SNSs. Brake (2012) identified five different types of 

relationships between a blogger and their imagined audience—narrowcast, broadcast, 

dialogic, telelogic, and self-directed, based on the direction of their interaction flow (e.g., 

one-way, two-way, and intrapersonal) and the type of intended audience (e.g., friends vs. 

strangers). Murumaa and Siibak (2012) conducted focus groups with high-school students 

asking them to draw sketches of Facebook users, and thus identified six types of imagined 

audiences according to the perceptions of their participants: Eager Beaver, the Show-Off, 

the Businessman, the Perv, the Meanie, and the Habitual User. Most of the students 

considered themselves belonging to the latter group. Similarly, Kim et al. (2018) 

compared news commenters’ perceptions of imagined audiences on Facebook and New 

Sites and found that, despite imagining the audiences on those platforms as dissimilar, 

the commenters did not identify any specific differences in the audiences’ personal 

characteristics (e.g., responsiveness, intelligence, aggression) or in the overall quality of 

comments on Facebook and News Sites. The aforementioned work demonstrates that 

social media users tend to identify the characteristics of their imagined and classify them 

into distinct groups. Consequently, these distinctive and differing sub-audiences might 

influence users’ online self-presentation, particularly with regard to posting images on 

social media. 

 

Imagined audiences have also been found to play a role in online photo sharing. Chua and 

Chang (2016) conducted interviews with teenage girls and found that they engaged in 

careful and selective self-presentation by posting edited selfies on social media. This 

behaviour was aimed at receiving attention and approval from their peers, measured by 

the numbers of likes and followers. Similarly, Yau and Reich (2018) analysed the norms 

and practices of adolescents’ self-presentation on both Facebook and Instagram and found 

that teenagers paid particular attention to creating such posts that their imagined audience 

would find interesting and attractive. Zheng et al. (2019) found than imagined audiences 

moderate the relationship between selfie-posting and self-objectification for female 

adolescents, while Ranzini and Hoek (2017) report that Facebook users affected by the 

idea of imaginary audiences were more likely to engage in impression management, 

paying specific attention to their content-based self-presentation. Scolere et al. (2018) and 

Duffy et al. (2017) found that online content creators form certain assumptions about their 

imagined audiences on different social media, and that these assumptions define their 

platform-specific self-branding and self-presentation. 
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The outcomes of these studies support the link between impression management and 

imagined audiences. Specifically, they suggest that social media users consider the 

characteristics of their imagined audiences when they engage in self-presentation on 

social media. In addition, these considerations influence what users aim to achieve by 

posting photos online. In other words, users, who post for specific audiences, also expect 

to receive feedback from them, which is often represented in a form of likes (Chua & 

Chang, 2016). Therefore, it is important to understand how these feedback expectations 

might impact emotions and behaviours of social media users. 

 

3.1.4 Social Media Feedback and Emotions 

Therefore, we can assume that targeting imagined audiences often results in the 

expectations of social approval (Chua & Chang, 2016) and the expression of interest (Yau 

& Reich, 2018). In turn, these expectations can be used as a benchmark to evaluate actual 

feedback, such as likes and comments on Instagram and Facebook. There is some 

evidence that the difference between expected and received feedback can evoke certain 

emotional responses. For instance, Li et al. (2018) discovered that teenage girls 

experience stress when they did not receive their expected number of likes for posted 

selfies. Similarly, Jackson and Luchner (2018) investigated emotional reactions of 

Instagram users to positive and negative feedback and found that individuals with 

adaptive personality experienced positive emotions after receiving positive feedback, 

while individuals with maladaptive personality experienced negative emotions after 

receiving negative feedback. Furthermore, Ozimek et al. (2020) found that difficulties in 

emotional regulation were associated with higher Facebook usage and moderated the 

relationship between unaccomplished goals and using the platform for social purposes. 

These findings also suggest a possibility of enhanced emotional regulation through 

content posting and feedback reception. 

 

Consequently, these findings support the link between social media feedback and 

emotions. In particular, they show that users have certain feedback expectations for their 

social media posts, and that individuals experience negative emotions when these 

expectations are not met and positive emotions when they are exceeded. 
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2.1.5 Emotions in Social Media Content 

There is also evidence that emotions constitute an important aspect of online content 

sharing. Waterloo et al. (2017) found that, overall, it is more appropriate to express 

positive emotions rather than negative emotions on both Facebook and Instagram, but the 

expression of negative emotions is more appropriate on Facebook than on Instagram. 

Malighetti et al. (2020) investigated how emotionality manifests itself in the photos with 

body image-related hashtags posted on Instagram and discovered that such photos mostly 

reflected happiness or neutral emotions. Similarly, Vermeulen et al. (2018) found that 

adolescents mostly shared positive emotions on Facebook and Instagram. These findings 

highlight a different emotional aspect of online photo sharing and support the idea of 

positive self-presentation on Facebook and Instagram. 

 

While positive online sharing is common on social media, the sharing of negative 

experiences is also present, especially as a way to find social support. For example, 

Rashid et al. (2016) studied how Malaysian English language teachers engage on social 

media and found that they mostly posted about negative instances and issues with an aim 

to find informational and affective help and cope with unpleasant emotions. 

 

The above work shows that apart from having affective reactions to social media 

feedback, emotions are also present in the posted content. Hence, it stands to reason that 

emotions have multiple roles in photo sharing, and that it is necessary to distinguish 

between various affective elements in the process of posting online. 

 

2.1.6 The Focus of the Present Research 

As the review above shows, researchers have identified that users engage in self-

presentation and impression management when they post on social media. According to 

self-presentation theory, people target their impression management at specific audiences 

and adjust their presentation strategies accordingly (Tice et al., 1995). There is evidence 

that the same process happens on social media (Litt, 2012; Marwick & boyd, 2011), and 

that users consider their imagined audiences when sharing content online. While there is 

work on how individuals identify and classify their imagined audiences (Litt & Hargittai, 

2016; Marder et al., 2016), and how imagined audiences influence self-presentation on 

social media (e.g., Duffy et al., 2017; Scolere et al., 2018), the link between impression 

management and imagined audiences in the process of photo sharing is still unclear. 

Consequently, our study focuses on understanding to what extent users’ self-presentation 



 88 

on Instagram and Facebook is shaped by their imagined audiences. Specifically, we are 

interested in whether users’ considerations of their imaginary viewers influence the type 

of content they post on social media. 

 

Furthermore, our review identified that engaging in impression management entails the 

expectation of positive feedback and social approval. Evidence suggests that posting on 

social media results in anticipation of receiving likes (e.g., Chua & Chang, 2016), and 

that the discrepancy between expected and actual feedback evokes affective responses 

from social media users (Jackson & Luchner, 2018; Li et al., 2018). However, to our 

knowledge, the subjects of feedback expectations and their emotional influence on social 

media users have been underexplored and require more thorough and detailed 

investigation. Therefore, our study focuses on identifying to what extent feedback 

expectations are shaped by imagined audiences and self-presentation, and how the 

differences between expected and actual feedback impact emotional and behavioural 

responses of social media users. 

 

Finally, the review above outlined the important role of emotions in social media sharing, 

specifically with regard to the perceived emotionality of shared content (Malighetti et al., 

2020; Vermeulen et al., 2018; Waterloo et al., 2017). These findings suggest that 

emotions might be present in different forms and on different stages of the photo sharing 

process. Hence, our study aims at identifying the roles of emotions and investigates their 

potential connections to impression management, imagined audiences, and feedback 

expectations. 

 

Drawing on self-presentation and impression management theory and the existing 

literature on emotions, feedback, and imagined audiences on social media, we investigate 

the following research questions: 

 

RQ1. To what extent self-presentation and imagined audiences drive photo sharing 

behaviour on Facebook and Instagram? What role do imagined audiences and impression 

management play in selecting content for social media posts? 

 

RQ2. What are the different roles of emotions in the process of photo sharing? How is 

emotionality reflected in a posted image? What emotions result from social media 

feedback, and how do they affect subsequent photo sharing behaviours? 
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RQ3. Does targeting imagined audiences result in certain feedback expectations? If so, 

how does the discrepancy between expected and received feedback shape subsequent 

photo sharing? 

 

Consequently, our research questions address three important gaps in the existing 

literature. First, we investigate the links between impression management and imagined 

audiences in photo sharing and analyse how these constructs might influence specific 

behaviours and practical decisions in social media posting. Second, we identify various 

manifestations of emotions throughout the whole photo sharing process. Third, we 

explore the formation of feedback expectations and investigate how self-presentation and 

imagined audiences might influence it. In addition, we analyse how discrepancies 

between expected and actual feedback shape specific photo sharing behaviours. 

 

In order to begin exploring photo sharing on social media, we developed a semi-structured 

scenario-based interview schedule, combining photo elicitation, narrative interviews, and 

fictitious scenarios, and applied it to our research. This approach allowed users to adopt 

an imagined persona and avoid any shyness or reserve that might accompany sharing of 

personal information. The method also allowed for enough distancing to induce genuine 

and willing self-disclosure, by reducing the perceived possibility of being judged by an 

interviewer. Nonetheless, while allowing for some creative freedom, the interview still 

revolves around participants’ own practices and experiences. In order to develop the 

story, the interviewees have to reflect on their own social media use and on behaviours 

and practices observed on SNSs. Furthermore, the creative and gamifying element of 

developing a story improves participants’ attention and increases their engagement with 

the interview process. 

 

Following our method, we asked the participants to develop a story about a couple sharing 

a traveling photo on Facebook or Instagram. The study followed a semi-structured 

scenario-based interview schedule that was constructed based on the above-mentioned 

research questions. The participants were asked to choose a photo which their imaginary 

couple would share on Facebook or Instagram and answer questions about the photo and 

the overall process of posting it. Furthermore, the interviewees were offered three 

different feedback scenarios (i.e., expected feedback, more than expected feedback, and 

the absence of expected feedback) subsequently and were asked to comment on them. 
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Based on the impression management theory literature and the existing literature on 

emotions, imagined audiences, and feedback, we assumed that participants would target 

their fictitious posts at specific imagined audiences and choose photos that these 

audiences would deem interesting and engaging. We also expected that this targeting 

would result in an expectation of positive feedback. Finally, we anticipated that 

participants would associate positive emotions with expected and more than expected 

feedback and negative emotions with the absence of expected feedback. 

 

2.2 Method 

2.2.1 Procedure and Materials 

In order to incentivise participants to analyse their motivations and emotions in a 

reflective, focused, and thoughtful way and avoid superficial answers, such as “I just like 

pretty photos,” “I feel neutral,” and “I don’t feel anything,” the authors of the present 

study deployed a creative elicitation technique involving storytelling. Creative elicitation 

techniques are aimed at engaging research participants with scenarios, imagery, and 

physical artifacts to ensure their open and involved contribution to the study and facilitate 

their sharing of tacit and implicit information (Sutcliffe & Sawyer, 2013). Creative 

elicitation methods are considered to be appropriate in studying sensitive digital 

experiences (e.g., cybersecurity) (Coles-Kemp, 2018). 

 

The authors of this study tailored a semi-structured scenario-based interview schedule 

combining photo elicitation, narrative interviews, and fictitious scenarios. Photo 

elicitation is successfully used in various research areas including but not limited to 

studying alcohol intoxication and gender using social media as a research tool, exploring 

tourist experiences using researcher-found photos (Matteucci, 2013), and identifying the 

meanings assigned to outdoor adventures (Loeffler, 2004). Tailored narrative interviews 

and fictitious scenarios are often employed in such sensitive research areas as healthcare 

and applied psychology, where it is crucial to elicit deeply personal but frequently implicit 

or even subconscious information. For example, the McGill Illness Narrative Interview 

(MINI) was specifically developed in order to capture individual experiences of patients 

suffering an illness and understand the impact of such experiences on other aspects of 

patients’ lives (Groleau et al., 2006). Daley et al. (2019) used fictitious scenarios to study 

how patients with heart failure process information from implanted devices and how such 

information affects their health-related decisions. Masip and Herrero (2013) employed a 
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fictitious story approach in their research by asking their participants to imagine 

themselves either guilty or innocent in a serious crime and used questionnaires to evaluate 

the effectiveness of the Behaviour Analysis Interview indicators. However, to our 

knowledge, photo elicitation, narrative interviews, and fictitious scenarios have not yet 

been applied to studying photo sharing in social media, despite their evident relevance to 

the respective research area. Additionally, the novelty of our method lies in the unique 

combination of the above techniques, which provides participants with a rounded 

storytelling experience, guided by fictitious narratives and relevant imagery. 

 

Consequently, the authors of this study designed a scenario-based semi-structured 

interview schedule, which incorporates photo elicitation, narrative interviews, and 

fictitious scenarios. The idea behind the technique lies in establishing an open 

conversation with participants by giving them an interesting task that would stimulate 

their creative thinking process and allowing participants to adopt an imagined persona in 

order to facilitate their free expression and remove any constraints that might be caused 

by their self-consciousness, shyness, and their fear of self-exposure. The method uses 

researcher-found images and specific scenarios in order to elicit a photo sharing narrative 

from participants and to understand the considerations and important aspects of their 

decision-making process. 

 

A semi-structured scenario-based interview schedule was designed for this purpose. All 

photo materials employed in the research were obtained from an open source photo 

repository (Unsplash, n.d.), and are available from the first author on the request. 

 

The participants were presented with a story about two fictional characters who took 

photos during a camping trip and decided to share some of these images on their social 

media. The participants were navigated through the story with the help of alternative 

scenarios and questions, such as what photos their selected characters would choose to 

share and why, and how these characters would react to different types of received 

feedback. All scenarios were purely hypothetical, no actual photo sharing or feedback 

reception took place during the interview sessions; however, while talking about their 

imagined actors and their decisions, the participants often referred to their personal 

experience in order to explain their answers and choices. This transition from the 

imagined persona to one’s own self represents an important aspect of the new method. 

Assuming a different character leads to users’ interested and engaged participation in an 
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interview and allows for starting deep and personal conversations. However, all 

interviewees of this study used their own experiences to justify their story choices and 

often made diversions from the main narrative to relay their reflections and explain their 

own social media behaviours. 

 

At the beginning of each interview, the participants were offered six photos showing 

people of different gender and ethnicity and had to choose two as their main actors and 

define the type of relationship between these characters, for example, friends versus a 

couple (e.g., Figure 2.1). 

 

     

Figure 2.1. Example photos of a couple choice. 

Following the choice of the story actors, the participants were told to imagine that these 

people went on a camping trip in the mountains. The interviewees were also provided 

with a photo representing a referential environment (Figure 2.2). 
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Figure 2.2. Example photo of the place in the story. 

 

As the first step, the interviewees were asked to describe how their couple would feel in 

these surroundings and what emotions they would associate with it. Subsequently, the 

participants were provided with 28 photos and had to choose the one that their couple 

would share on their social media profiles after having returned home from their trip. The 

participants also had to explain their selection and talk to the interviewer through their 

decision-making process. 

 

After the discussion of the chosen photo, the conversation moved to the sharing itself. 

The interviewees explored different meanings they assigned to the action of posting a 

photo on social media and various motivations that drove this act of sharing. 

 

At the main stage of the interview, every participant was given three alternative feedback-

related scenarios. In the first scenario (“the usual feedback”), the story characters get their 

usual number of likes, and possibly some positive comments from the same people as 

always (100 likes). In the second scenario (“the unusual positive feedback”), they get 

twice more likes than usual (200 likes), and in addition some positive comments and 

direct messages from the people who do not normally leave comments or send messages 

to these characters. In the third scenario (“the absence of usual feedback”), the actors get 

much fewer likes than normal (20 likes), and no comments and direct messages from 
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people at all. In each situation, the interviewees had to comment on how their actors 

would react to the feedback and how that particular instance might influence their future 

sharing behaviours. 

 

In the final part of the interview, the participants were asked to go through all 28 pictures 

again, comparing them to their chosen photos and explaining their selections. At the end 

of each interview, the participants were also asked general questions about their age, 

nationality, and gender and a few individual ones related to the interviewees’ ideal affect 

states and personalities. 

 

2.2.2 Sample 

Overall, 24 interviews were conducted, audio-recorded, and transcribed. The interviews 

lasted around 45 min on average. Interviewees were recruited through personal 

connections and snowballing technique. The two requirements for participation were 

being over 18 years old and having an active social media account on Facebook and/or 

Instagram. 

 

Participants were approached and asked for a study participation individually. This 

selective approach allowed for a diverse sample in terms of age, gender, and nationality. 

The breakdown of the interviewees’ profiles is represented in Table 2.1. Each interview 

participant was given a pseudonym in order to preserve their anonymity and 

confidentiality.  

 

2.2.3 Data Analysis 

In order to analyse the data, we followed a thematic analysis approach outlined in Braun 

and Clarke (2006). The interviews were transcribed and stripped of all the elements 

identifying the participants: 17 interviews were conducted in English language, while 7 

interviews were conducted in Russian language. Russian interviews were translated into 

English by the first author. 

 

Following the transcription and translation stages, the interviews were analysed using an 

open coding line-by-line technique (Goulding, 2002; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Strauss, 

1987; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) in the NVivo 12 software (QSR International, 2018), 

resulting in over 510 initial codes. The codes are identified as “‘the most basic segment, 

or element, of the raw data or information that can be assessed in a meaningful way 
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regarding the phenomenon” (Boyatzis, 1998, p. 63) and subsequently used to construct 

the themes which serve as the main units of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 
Pseudonyms Age  Gender Nationality Social media  

Katya 18 Female Belarusian Instagram 

Sofia 22 Female Belarusian Instagram 

Julia 24 Female Belarusian Instagram, Facebook 

Olivia 25 Female American Instagram, Facebook 

Caria 27 Female Turkish  Instagram 

Amelia 25 Female British  Instagram, Facebook 

Vera 24 Female Belarusian Instagram 

Egor 23 Male Belarusian Instagram 

Afzal 27 Male Pakistani Instagram 

Diana 23 Female Belarusian Instagram 

Laura 41 Female Swiss Instagram, Facebook 

Harry 22 Male British Instagram 

George 24 Male British Instagram, Facebook 

James 22 Male British Instagram 

Marwan 31 Male British/ Libyan Instagram, Facebook 

Thomas 39 Male British Facebook 

Kai 24 Male Chinese Facebook 

Arina 24 Female Belarusian Instagram 

Nikos 26 Male Greek Instagram, Facebook 

Klara 30 Female German Instagram  

Chunhua 24 Female Chinese Instagram 

Audrey 36 Female British Facebook 

Tingting 29 Female Chinese Instagram 

Yang 28 Male Chinese Facebook, WeChat 

Table 2.1. Participants profiles. 

 

The saturation point was initially reached at around 20 interviews, as the interviewer 

stopped receiving new pieces of information from the interviewees. The saturation point 

was further validated during the data analysis stage based on Urquhart’s (2013) definition 

of it as the inability to produce new codes during the data analysis. The new codes 

diminished significantly around the 20th interview. During the analysis of the 24-hr 

interviews, no new codes were identified. 
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Theme Sub-theme Constructs 

Adopting 

audience’s 

perspective for 

successful self-

presentation 

Positive feedback as successful self-presentation Self-presentation 

Imagined audiences 

Feedback expectations 

Attracting feedback by provoking questions Imagined audiences 

Feedback expectations 

Conveying 

emotions to 

attract feedback  

Attracting feedback by conveying excitement  

 

Emotions 

Feedback expectations 

Avoiding emotionally neutral photos  Emotions 

Feedback expectations 

Reacting to the 

unforeseen 

positive feedback 

 

Happiness from more than expected feedback  Emotions 

Feedback expectations 

Selective replication of successful posts Self-presentation 

Emotions 

Feedback expectations 

Reacting to the 

absence of 

expected 

feedback 

 

Disappointing disconnection from the audience Self-presentation 

Imagined audiences 

Emotions 

Feedback expectations 

Rationalisation and feedback dismissal  Self-presentation 

Emotions 

Imagined audiences 

Feedback expectations 

Replicating the post to avoid previous mistakes  Self-presentation 

Imagined audience 

Feedback expectations 

Changing the style of content  Self-presentation 

Imagined audience 

Feedback expectations 

Table 2.2. Themes and sub-themes of the study, together with their relevant constructs.  

 

Hence, the most elementary data categories (i.e., codes) were identified, revised, and 

combined into six major themes consisting of relevant subthemes and representative of 

different aspects that influence photo sharing behaviours in social media. After the 

authors reviewed and examined the initially identified themes, they were further assessed 

against four core constructs explored in the present study: impression management, 

emotions, imagined audiences, and feedback expectations. The themes were reanalysed 

and rearranged one more time in order to identify their areas of overlap and to explore 
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their influence on photo sharing behaviours on Facebook and Instagram. The resulting 

main themes and subthemes of the study are presented in Table 2.2, together with their 

relevant constructs. 
 

2.3 Findings 

2.3.1 Adopting Audience’s Perspective for Successful Self-Presentation 

2.3.1.1 Positive Feedback as Successful Self-Presentation 

The study found that the participants were driven by impression management when they 

posted images on social media, with positive feedback being an important indicator of 

successful self-presentation. The interviewees of the study acknowledged that they 

presented the best aspects of their lives in the photos they shared and they often selected 

those pictures that would evoke approval and even a certain degree of envy from their 

characters’ imagined audience: 

 

Yes, there is a bit of fakeness in your Instagram identity . . . no, it is not fakeness, you just 

show your best side, your best angle, best clothes, best and strongest emotions, and the 

most beautiful places you go to. (Diana) 

 

I think everyone’s got a desire to feel special and to be what people aspire to be. If you 

upload a photo that you think is really good, like “Wow this is a really nice photo, I look 

really cool in this, it’s a very cool location, look at this backdrop, this is amazing,” and 

then no one even acknowledges it really . . . You want that approval, you want people to 

think “wow, yeah,” and you want to know that people are saying and thinking that, and 

that is what likes do for you. (George) 

 

The quotes above were made by the participants during their diversions from the main 

narrative. When asked why their characters would post a photo on social media, the 

interviewees often mentioned self-presentation and deliberated on its authenticity. In 

order to explain why they assigned certain behaviours to their couple, the participants 

would frequently resort to their own experiences and knowledge of social media. As such, 

Diana’s and George’s quotes represent their personal reflections on social media photo 

sharing. 

 

It must also be noted that the choice of language (e.g., using “you” instead of “I”) 

represents the effectiveness of our method. The distancing initiated through the adoption 
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of imaginary persona often transitioned into generalisation that allowed the participants 

to draw on their experience and voice their opinions without feeling vulnerable or judged. 

To put it simply, the participants were more likely to state something controversial and 

provoking, if they were talking generally and in the second person, instead of talking 

about themselves in the first person. 

 

Furthermore, the received feedback serves as an important tangible indicator of self-

presentation success, and the participants displayed a tendency to deliberately seek it out 

in their posts: 

 

It is a universal question: why was Instagram invented? To brag to other people, and not 

just to your friends, but actually you want everyone to see it or have the opportunity to 

see it. Let’s assume, their Instagram profile is public, and it has not got a restricted 

access, so that others can see it, not just their closest people. You wouldn’t really send 

this photo to your good friends and some acquaintances, but then here it is in your feed, 

and it is just like showing off: “look at it and like it, likes are the currency of estimation, 

and this estimation is important to me.” (Sofia) 

 

The quote above shows Sofia’s general deliberations on receiving feedback on social 

media and the meaning of likes. As a result of such considerations, the interviewees paid 

special attention to receiving likes and positive comments, interpreting them as tokens of 

appreciation and signals of social recognition: 

 

When people see photos, they give appreciation, or comment on it, or something. They 

like the photo, and [it gives you] that sort of enjoyment and recognition. (Afzal) 

 

The significance of positive feedback frequently led the participants to take the 

perspective of their audience when deciding on which photo to share. The interviewees 

assigned great importance to receiving likes and feedback and made a deliberate attempt 

to see and interpret their preferred photos from the viewpoint of their audience. This 

behaviour was aimed at tailoring content to the tastes and interests of one’s viewers and 

accompanied by a clear expectation of receiving positive feedback as a compensation for 

the effort invested. 
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2.3.1.2 Attracting Feedback by Provoking Questions 

In practice, the selection of the right photos was often based on the simple mechanism of 

choosing images that would evoke the imagined audience’s interest. According to the 

participants, the more questions you ask about the post, the more attention it would 

receive: 

 

[The post] opens itself up to questions: where are they, what have they been doing, is this 

safe, how do you get there, is this the kind of place where you have 50 people just out of 

shot and you had to crop it like that or is this genuinely “wilderness” kind of place. 

(Thomas) 

 

The quote above reflects the mental exertions and the amount of effort the participants 

put into considering the photos from their audience’s perspective. This is consistent with 

the theory of self-presentation, according to which individuals carefully consider what 

information they want to convey to other people. Respectively, the more time the 

interviewees spent deliberating on the content, the higher was their expectation and 

anticipation of positive feedback: 

 

If they are boasting to impress someone, they want to see what he or she would say or 

how they would react or anything. (Marwan) 

 

Therefore, it stands to reason that receiving positive feedback constitutes an important 

part of social media photo sharing, especially when it is driven by impression 

management. Accordingly, the participants of the study paid great attention to sharing 

photos that their target audience would deem intriguing and interesting. As such, they 

often considered what specific questions might be asked about the post. While such 

questions can vary greatly, the participants repeatedly mentioned emotions as one of the 

strongest facilitators of positive feedback. As a result, the interviewees often 

contemplated what affective reactions their chosen photos would evoke. 

 

2.3.2 Conveying Emotions to Attract Feedback 

2.3.2.1 Attracting Feedback by Conveying Excitement 

The previous section established that individuals engaged in impression management and 

self-presentation through photo sharing on social media, the ultimate goal of which was 
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the reception of expected feedback. In order to receive such feedback, it was crucial for 

the interviewees to draw the attention of the followers and evoke their interest. Hence, 

when deciding on what photo to post, the participants often considered whether their 

imaginary audience would be able to perceive the same emotions and connect with the 

image in a meaningful way. 

 

The participants of this study indicated that positive high-arousal emotions, such as 

excitement, were easily perceived through imagery and could be effectively translated 

between the sharer and the receivers of the photo. The interviewees believed that this 

connection triggered the interest of the target audience and resulted in receiving positive 

feedback, thus achieving the participants’ self-presentation goals: 

 

It looks dangerous, and it looks exciting, and it looks fun, you know, not everyone would 

do it, only a few people would, and that is why it would probably get a lot more likes as 

well. (Harry) 

 

To put it simply, if a person wants to connect to their audience and impress their 

followers, they will choose a photo that can convey certain emotions to the audience and 

will not lose its meaning during the transaction. If the conversion of emotions is 

successful, the audience can participate in the sharer’s open memory and hence will send 

direct and indirect communication tokens through likes, comments, and messages: 

 

This one would receive quite a few likes, because it is a rather dangerous photo, and 

many people would comment on that, because not everyone would dare to do so because 

of the height, and it is like the most common fear, one of the main phobias. (Katya) 

 

Furthermore, the interviewees assigned value to the fact that such photos were perceived 

as unusual and uncommon by their imagined audiences. There is a strong element of 

originality, creativity, and irreproducibility in these photos which was supposed to 

impress the audience and stimulate their feedback provision (Figure 2.3). 

 



 101 

            
Figure 2.3. Examples of high-arousal positive photos. 

 

2.3.2.2 Avoiding Emotionally Neutral Photos 

Similarly, the participants displayed a tendency to avoid emotionally neutral photos, as 

they believed that such images would result in a disconnection from their imagined 

audience, and therefore, would receive fewer likes and comments than emotionally 

charged photos: 

 

I think the guy would not post this photo, he is very contemplative and strange here, 

probably he just did not sleep well, it is not a particularly merry photo, and he does not 

look like he is well there. I think he had not slept well and was saying something like “do 

not take pictures of me please.” (Diana) 

 

This finding is consistent with the concept of emotional contagion, which states that a 

person can perceive, interpret, and become “infected” with emotions conveyed through 

the facial expressions of their communication partner (Wild et al., 2001). Posting a photo 

with a neutral expression would not activate any emotional contagion, and therefore, the 

viewers of the image would be more likely to skip it and not provide any feedback (Figure 

2.4). This finding also highlights the importance of emotionality in photos as a tool for 

achieving more feedback. 
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Figure 2.4. Examples of neutral photos. 

 

Nonetheless, emotions represent a complex and multifaceted element of social media 

photo sharing. While emotionality of photos plays an important role in attracting feedback 

from the audience, emotions are also associated with feedback reception. The participants 

of this study entered certain affect states on seeing how many likes and comments they 

have received for their fictional post. Consequently, these affect states influenced 

subsequent sharing behaviours. The identified emotional and behavioural responses to 

the unforeseen positive feedback and the absence of expected feedback are reported 

below. 

 

2.3.3 Reacting to the Unforeseen Positive Feedback 

2.3.3.1 Happiness From More Than Expected Feedback 

The interviewees targeted their characters’ posts at specific imagined audiences, and, as 

a result, they expected certain feedback from these imaginary viewers. At this point, the 

participants were presented with two different feedback scenarios consecutively: the 

unforeseen positive feedback (or better than expected feedback) and the absence of 

expected feedback (or worse than expected feedback). 

 

In the first case, when a person received more likes and comments than they initially 

anticipated, they felt happy and excited. The reason for this reaction lay in the perceived 

success of the sharer’s impression management; for example, the more likes and 

comments were received, the more imaginary viewers were impressed with the post, thus 

adding to the perceived popularity and good reputation of the sharer: 

 

They would think that it was very cool that this photo had received this feedback and 

people liked it. If it were as usual, they wouldn’t be surprised, but as it caused some 

strong reaction, they would be happy and glad. (Vera) 
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Interestingly, the participants experienced happiness only when actual feedback exceeded 

expected feedback. This finding demonstrates an interesting implication for self-

presentation theory. It is logical to assume that receiving expected feedback is a sufficient 

signal of achieving a desired impression; and yet, the participants indicated a strong 

positive response to feedback only if it exceeded the anticipated number of likes and 

comments: 

 

They would think that it is actually not a lot, they put so much effort into taking this 

picture, and now they only have their standard 100 likes. Hence, they would think they 

should wait longer. (Sofia) 

 

Drawing on self-presentation theory, it stands to reason that social media users should try 

and replicate their successful posts in future, to achieve the same positive impression. 

However, according to the participants of this study, the actual social media behaviour is 

more complicated and less one-dimensional. Particularly, the interviewees considered 

posting similar content only after a lapse of time and in appropriate circumstances. The 

reasons for this decision are explained below. 

 

2.3.3.2 Selective Replication of Successful Posts 

As stated above, the unforeseen positive feedback does not always lead to the replication 

of successful content. Social media users place a lot of emphasis on keeping their 

imagined audiences interested. The participants of the present study often indicated that 

they would share a different type of photo next time and would only attempt to post 

similar content after a certain amount of time has passed. The interviewees also noted that 

they would add an appropriate caption in order not to appear boring or attention-seeking: 

 

They won’t do it straight after, they will probably do it a month later. When they get busy 

with their lives, they might post something like “take me back” or “throwback Thursday,” 

this type of thing, so they would do it as a happy memory, in a funny way, like they want 

to go back or they just celebrate it, but they wouldn’t do it like two or three days in a row, 

or two weeks in a row. (Marwan) 

 

Hence, it can be concluded that the social media users in this study would only try to 

replicate their previous success after an extended passage of time, when the replication 

attempt would be less obvious. In addition, they would employ captions to change the 
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overall tone of the post. According to the participants of this study, if a user posted a 

photo similar to the one that had attracted more than expected feedback, it might be seen 

as feedback chasing. This behaviour was not considered appropriate by the interviewees, 

as they thought it made the sharer look attention-seeking. However, by withholding the 

replication for a period of time and adding an appropriate caption to a post, the 

participants thought that they could change the perceived intention of the post to nostalgic 

self-oriented sharing. This type of posting was considered more suitable for successful 

self-presentation. 

 

Furthermore, participants’ responses suggested that there was an element of the fear of 

failure. Once the post has done well in terms of receiving feedback, the expectation for 

this type of content was high and involved more emotional investments. According to the 

quote below, posting a similar photo and receiving fewer likes and comments could 

diminish the value of the original photo, as it would not be perceived as popular anymore. 

In other words, it would seem like the first instance of unusually positive feedback was 

just a coincidence, and there was nothing outstanding about the original photo. Therefore, 

some interviewees preferred not to attempt the replication at all, probably due to the 

apprehension of not being able to achieve the same result: 

 

Let’s say, sometimes there is one certain photo in the profile where everything is great, 

all is good with it, and it receives the highest number of likes in the profile, and it is your 

best photo. In this case, you wouldn’t really want something else to outshine it, and I 

don’t know how you can simply control it, but there are situations like that, and that is 

why I don’t think there would be any aspiration to do better than the last time. (Egor) 

 

Overall, the participants of this study often identified with their characters in the feedback 

reception scenarios. As a result, they experienced happiness after receiving more 

feedback than expected. However, they did not consider immediate replication of 

successful content. The participants stated that they would only post a similar photo after 

a certain passage of time. In addition, they would add an appropriate caption to it, as they 

wanted to avoid being perceived as attention-seeking. 
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2.3.4 Reacting to the Absence of Expected Feedback 

2.3.4.1 Disappointing Disconnection From the Audience 

The absence of expected feedback elicited a complex reaction from the social media users 

in this study. The affective response would usually involve either sadness or 

disappointment or even both: 

 

[They would feel] not too sad but maybe a little sad, I don’t think it would make any 

difference to their life, maybe a little bit sad because they didn’t get as much attention as 

they were expecting. (Afzal) 

 

As seen from the quote above, the primary reason for feeling sad and disappointed was 

the failure to get the expected attention. In other words, the participants often perceived 

that they failed to connect to their imagined audience. The interviewees felt dissatisfied 

not simply because they did not get personal gratification and appreciation from feedback, 

but also because they felt misunderstood and isolated in their tastes, preferences, and even 

experiences: 

 

The audience considered it to be a common photo. It could have meant nothing for them, 

because for them it is just a photo, whilst for the couple this photo is associated with some 

significant moment. In other words, the couple has a story behind this photo, but people 

on the other side of the screen, they don’t know this story, and that is why they wouldn’t 

experience the same emotions that the couple had, so it would be a disappointment for 

the couple. (Katya) 

 

They would just think maybe the picture wasn’t that good or people were not interested. 

(Afzal) 

 

They liked this photo, and they got very upset that only a few people understood them. 

(Arina) 

 

Furthermore, the participants also indicated that they employ two distinctive coping 

mechanisms to deal with negative emotions arising from the absence of expected 

feedback - rationalisation and feedback dismissal. 
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2.3.4.2 Rationalisation and Feedback Dismissal 

The participants of this study often responded to “the absence of expected feedback” 

scenario with a detailed analysis of possible reasons for the failure of the post. This desire 

to understand why the photo did not succeed in yielding feedback led to what some 

interviewees called “rationalisation” and “hunting for excuses.” Specifically, this process 

included listing various external (i.e., not content-related) explanations for not receiving 

the expected numbers of likes and comments: 

 

Let’s hypothetically say, they are talking about it [the absence of feedback]. They might 

check the privacy settings. Did they put it on private or friends only by mistake instead of 

public? They might discuss whether there is a big football game going on that might 

distract people from looking at their photo, or maybe they are in a different time zone—

things like that, to justify the situation as a first step. (Laura) 

 

According to the participants, rationalisation is a common reaction to the absence of 

expected feedback. It was often considered as a first step to tackling the unsuccessful 

sharing instance. Furthermore, it was much less common for the interviewees to consider 

potential flaws of the photo. Once the photo was chosen, the participants remained 

relatively adamant about the overall quality of the image: 

 

Maybe they would try to explain the situation because they could have posted it at the 

wrong time when no one is on Instagram, and the photo just got lost among other content, 

and no one saw it, although this photo is very cool and very cheerful and positive. (Arina) 

 

Therefore, the interviewees often employed rationalisation to cope with disappointment 

and sadness. However, if this approach did not work, the participants frequently resorted 

to feedback denial as a psychological method of dealing with negative emotions arising 

due to the unsuccessful sharing instance: 

 

Speaking of these 20 likes, well, they personally do like the photo, so who cares if others 

don’t? This would be the message of this post then. (Diana) 

 

Interestingly, those interviewees who had been originally concerned with the outcome of 

posting a photo, shifted their perspective completely from audience-oriented to self-

oriented. They argued that they were sharing the photos only for themselves and not for 
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any audiences. This could be interpreted as a defensive mechanism that helped them deal 

with negative emotions. 

 

The aforementioned change in the perception of one’s own sharing motivations might 

eventually result in the disconnection from one’s audience and lead to a total alteration 

of posting habits. The sharer might start focusing more on their own experiences and less 

on the ways to impress and communicate with their imagined audience. The ensuing 

separation between the followers and the poster is likely to shape sharing behaviours that 

are primarily driven by intrinsic self-oriented inspirations and individual aesthetic 

preferences. Nonetheless, feedback dismissal represented a rather extreme approach, and 

the participants resorted to it only after all other methods of explaining and improving 

feedback failed. 

 

2.3.4.3 Replicating the Post to Avoid Previous Mistakes 

The absence of expected feedback is not easily accepted by posters, and therefore, it is 

not surprising that the social media users in this study considering putting an extra effort 

into avoiding similar situations in future. The participants’ two most common behavioural 

responses to unsuccessful sharing were re-sharing the photo and changing the style of 

content. 

 

As outlined in the previous section, the interviewees were searching for any potential 

explanations for the absence of expected feedback. Once they identified the potential 

issues with the post, they attempted to fix them. For instance, posting at a wrong time was 

a recurrent theme in the process of rationalisation, and the participants often mentioned 

re-sharing the photo at a different time to see whether it would receive more feedback: 

 

Maybe some people do so [delete the unsuccessful photo] because they would post it 

again after some time, for example, they would share it in the afternoon, when initially 

they posted it either in the early morning, or in the late evening, when not so many people 

in their audience browse Instagram, so they would either change the time of posting, or 

edit the photo somehow, but anyway they could take it down and then share it again after 

a little bit of editing, and then they would expect their usual number of likes. (Katya) 

 

While the interviewees rarely changed their original opinion of the chosen photo, they 

still considered editing it to attract more likes when sharing it for the second time. This 
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finding is consistent with the self-presentation theory, as it demonstrates that the 

participants of this study posted photos to receive positive feedback and social approval, 

even when doing so meant to contradict personal preferences and tastes. 

 

2.3.4.4 Changing the Style of Content 

If similar content was shared several times and did not receive the expected numbers of 

both likes and comments, individuals displayed a tendency to completely change the style 

of the images they posted. For instance, if someone was posting close-up portraits and 

they did not attract the desired feedback, this person could decide to start posting 

landscapes and sceneries instead: 

 

I think, maybe, [she would feel] upset. If she shared it several times and got the same 

results, she would give up sharing pictures like this on Instagram or would swap to other 

styles of photos. (Tingting) 

 

Therefore, it can be concluded that there are two common behaviours that the social 

media users in this study employ to deal with the absence of expected feedback. First, 

they identify the problems with the failed post and then re-share it avoiding their previous 

mistakes. If this approach does not work, they are likely to abandon this style of content 

and start posting other types of images. Likewise, if they posted a similar picture and it 

also did not prove successful in yielding desired feedback, individuals were likely to shift 

to other posting styles in future, thus avoiding the type of content that continuously failed 

to attract likes and comments. 

 

3 Discussion 

The results of the present study contribute to the understanding of the formation, 

alteration, and adoption of social media photo sharing behaviours. Specifically, the article 

explores the role of imagined audiences, emotions, and feedback expectations in social 

media photo sharing and identifies how these aspects relate to impression management 

and self-presentation in social media. 

 

The participants in our study indicated that posting on social media often involved careful 

selection of information available to their viewers. The social media users in this study 

often chose to share images that displayed the best and most attractive aspects of their 

characters’ lives. This process of cautious and deliberate sharing reflects the core tenets 
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of impression management as outlined by Goffman (1959), Leary and Kowalski (1990), 

and Schlenker (1980) and is consistent with previous social media studies on self-

presentation (e.g., Lyu, 2016; Manago et al., 2008; Vogel & Rose, 2016). 

 

Leary (1996) and Leary and Kowalski (1990) identified that self-presentation is often 

aimed at social integration and relationship building, and therefore, targeted at certain 

audiences. The social media users in the study indicated that they shared photos to 

impress specific imagined audiences, and in order to succeed, they often took on the 

perspective of their target viewers. In other words, individuals considered how their 

potential post would be seen by their intended audience, and whether it would trigger any 

feedback from it. 

 

With regard to emotions, they played two distinctive roles in the process of photo sharing. 

First, emotions were often employed as a tool to positively engage with the imagined 

audience and thus attract likes and comments. Second, the participants demonstrated a 

variety of affective responses to the unforeseen positive feedback and the absence of 

expected feedback. In agreement with the self-presentation theory (Goffman, 1959), the 

interviewees experienced strong positive emotions after receiving more likes than 

expected and negative emotions after not receiving anticipated feedback (Schlenker & 

Leary, 1982). 

 

Contrary to the ideas of self-presentation and impression management theory (Goffman, 

1959), the study found that users tended to replicate successful posts only under a very 

limited set of circumstances, such as after a long period of time and with appropriate 

captions. This result raises questions about the practical differences between impression 

management behaviours online and offline. This variation of self-presentation might be 

due to the permanent and more visible nature of self-disclosure online; for example, the 

replication of successful behaviour might seem less obvious and attention-seeking to 

other people than it does in social media where all posts are documented and remain 

accessible for an indefinite period of time. Another explanation of this phenomenon might 

lie in the overarching social media culture of perpetual novelty. Considering the large 

amounts of content constantly shared on social media, it is possible that users might feel 

pressured into creating evermore original posts. These deliberations provide an 

interesting area for future investigation, which could analyse how social media culture 

influences self-presentation and behavioural responses to positive feedback. 
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Alternatively, behavioural responses to the absence of expected feedback fully supported 

the ideas of impression management theory (Schlenker, 2012). The decision to re-share 

and even edit the unsuccessful photo highlights the need for positive feedback and social 

approval, which are essential components of successful self-presentation. Similarly, the 

decision to change the style of content could be driven by the desire to post only those 

photos that were positively assessed by the imagined audience. This specific behaviour 

can also be linked to the desire for social recognition, and thus constitutes impression 

management. In addition, changing the style of content after the absence of expected 

feedback might become a standard social media behaviour script for some users, which 

in turn supports the concept of automated self-presentation (Bargh, 1996; Dijksterhuis & 

Aarts, 2010; Schlenker, 2012). To put it simply, users might start switching content every 

time they do not receive expected feedback, and if so, this behaviour might eventually 

become automated. This means that individuals would start responding with content 

change to any underwhelming feedback, and that these responses would be done in a 

subconscious, almost thoughtless way. At some point, users might stop considering why 

they are changing the content in the first place, but will keep doing so anyway because 

this behaviour has already become an automated script for them. 

 

Furthermore, the participants employed two mechanisms to cope with negative emotions 

arising from the absence of expected feedback. First, they turned to rationalisation, and 

when that approach did not work, they resorted to feedback dismissal. The latter 

mechanism has an interesting implication for impression management and imagined 

audiences. Individuals who accepted the absence of expected feedback as the lack of 

appreciation from the viewers tended to disconnect completely from their imagined 

audiences. These participants would stop considering their viewers and followers when 

choosing photos for future posts, thus abandoning deliberate self-presentation and 

resorting to self-oriented sharing. 

 

The findings of the study also have implications for social media practitioners. For 

instance, social media marketers could adopt emotionally charged photographic content 

(e.g., facial expressions) to receive more feedback and engagement for their posts. More 

broadly, the approach of taking an audience’s perspective could prove effective in 

designing relatable and relevant digital advertising campaigns. In other words, social 

media practitioners should attempt to put themselves in the place of their viewers and 
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consider what engagement points they could offer to their target audience. Furthermore, 

understanding how users respond emotionally to feedback, and how these affective 

responses impact their subsequent behaviours, could be useful for improving social media 

platforms and enhancing user experience on SNSs. In addition, the knowledge of how 

social media users interact with their audiences and react to different types of feedback is 

critical for the continuous improvement and evolution of SNSs and their affordances. 

Thus, the results of the present study can be successfully used in social media marketing 

and SNSs design. 

 

Overall, the study defined the role of emotions in the process of photo sharing and 

identified how self-presentation and impression management shape feedback 

expectations, which in turn influence posting behaviours on social media. The findings 

of the article contribute to the academic knowledge of online behaviour, digital 

psychology, and e-marketing, and can be practically applied to the fields of social media 

marketing and user experience research. 

 

4 Limitations and Future Research 

The main limitation of this study lies in its exploratory character and the application of 

novel creative elicitation technique based on semi-structured scenario-based interviews. 

While such an approach allows for overcoming participants’ reluctance to reflect and 

share personal information and makes it possible to obtain unpredicted and 

counterintuitive data, it does not provide a procedure for detailed examination of such 

data. At this stage, it is challenging to identify which answers reflected honest 

considerations of the participants and which were influenced by social desirability and 

looking for social approval from the interviewer and potential readers. As a result, the 

implications of this study should be interpreted with caution, and the possibility of overly 

positive answers should be taken into account. In addition, most of the themes and topics 

arose naturally during the course of each interview, which means that the information 

provided might be situational and incomplete and requires further analysis. In other 

words, this exploratory study provides new interesting leads which need to be scrutinised 

using more targeted methods. 

 

It must also be noted that when participants reacted to decision-making situations in 

fictitious scenarios (e.g., the unforeseen positive feedback and the absence of expected 

feedback), they usually spoke in the third person. However, they also displayed the signs 
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of identification with their characters and supported their responses with personal 

examples, experiences, and observations. Therefore, it is important to understand that 

when the participants of this study spoke for their imaginary characters, they frequently 

conveyed their own opinions, and the decisions they assigned to their characters were 

often based on their own social media behaviour. Most of the participants demonstrated 

a conscious understanding of this identification process and openly admitted that by 

explaining their characters’ behaviours and feelings they referred to their own 

experiences and emotions. In addition, the participants often used the first person when 

they were telling something positive about themselves and the second person when they 

were making controversial statements. These implications display the flexibility of our 

method. While this distinction between three different types of reflection might make data 

analysis more challenging, as researchers would need to distinguish between purely 

fictional data and the data provided through character identification, it could be especially 

effective when dealing with sensitive topics. The ability to easily switch between the first, 

second, and third person gives a significant amount of control to participants, allowing 

them to make sensitive disclosures on their own terms. Therefore, our method represents 

a promising data collection technique, which, however, should be tested further through 

future applications of the method. 

 

The study opens an opportunity for further research in the area of social media photo 

sharing using both quantitative and qualitative methods. For example, future studies could 

examine how diverse types of imagined audiences define specific feedback expectations 

and influence photo choices. Detailed research can be conducted into how the 

discrepancies between expected and received feedback impact various aspects of photo 

sharing behaviours (e.g., posting frequency, photo type choice, image and profile 

aesthetics, time and day of sharing, and caption). 

 

5 Conclusion 

The study found that the participants were often driven by impression management and 

self-presentation, and as a result, they took on their imagined audience’s perspective when 

sharing photos on social media, deliberately choosing images that would elicit their 

followers’ interest. Sharers often selected emotionally charged photos, expecting their 

audience to have affective responses to such images and become engaged with the post 

in a more personal way. This intentional use of emotional photos reflects a targeted 
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technique of attracting more feedback that was commonly applied by the participants of 

the study. 

 

Furthermore, we identified the concept of feedback expectations, and analysed how the 

discrepancy between received and expected feedback influenced participants’ photo 

sharing behaviours. When received feedback was better than expected, people felt happy 

and excited, but these positive emotions did not usually lead to the replication of 

successful content. The replication usually happened only under specific circumstances, 

such as posting a similar photo after a passage of time and using appropriate caption to 

accompany it. With regard to the absence of expected feedback, the participants often 

resorted to rationalisation and feedback dismissal to cope with disappointment and 

sadness which arose due to the perceived disconnection from the imagined audience. The 

behavioural responses to less than expected feedback included re-sharing the photo while 

avoiding previously identified mistakes (e.g., wrong timing), and changing the type of 

content completely (e.g., posting landscapes instead of portraits). 

 

The results of the study contribute to our understanding of self-presentation and 

impression management on SNSs and clarify the roles of emotions, imagined audiences, 

and feedback expectations in the process of social media photo sharing. 
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The development of the second study of the present thesis was inspired and informed by 

the results of the first study. Whilst Chapter II highlights the importance of received 

feedback (i.e., ‘likes’ and comments) and emotions in the process of photo sharing, 

Chapter III puts the relationships between these concepts to test via a complex mediation 

model with multiple mediators.  

 

Taking a more focused approach, Chapter III investigates two specific photo sharing 

behaviours (i.e., posting frequency and content change) and explores how different types 

of received engagement (i.e., more/fewer ‘likes’ and comments than expected) shape 

them. Furthermore, the chapter draws on the concept of emotion regulation and analyses 

how four distinct emotional states mediate the effects of received engagement on posting 

frequency and content change.  

 

The outcomes of Chapter III expand our knowledge in the areas photo sharing, emotions, 

and social engagement on social media and clarify the links between these concepts.  
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3 Emotional Responses to Likes and Comments Regulate Posting 

Frequency and Content Change Behaviour on Social Media: An 

Experimental Study and Mediation Model. 
 

Highlights 

• A within-subject experimental study on how likes and comments drive photo 

sharing. 

• Emotions mediate the effects of engagement on posting frequency and content 

change. 

• Users post more frequently if they feel excited after receiving likes and comments. 

• Users change content if they feel sad after not receiving expected engagement. 

• Likes and comments have direct effects on posting frequency and content change. 

 

Abstract 

Online photo sharing and the associated engagement from other users, defined as number 

of likes and comments received for a post, is a key function of modern social media. 

However, little is known about emotional responses of social media users to the received 

engagement, and how such responses might drive social media photo sharing. In this 

study, we present a model of emotional mediation of the effects of social media 

engagement on posting frequency and content change. To test our model, we conducted 

a within-subject online experiment with 248 social media users. During the experiment, 

the participants were exposed to three conditions following a photograph sharing 

scenario: their usual pattern of engagement, more engagement than expected, and less 

engagement than expected. In each condition, the participants reported their emotions, 

estimated the time until their next post, and chose a photo for their next post. The results 

of the study indicated that high-arousal positive emotions mediate the effects of more 

engagement than expected on posting frequency. Both high-arousal and low-arousal 

negative emotions mediate the effects of less engagement than expected on content 

change. The practical implications for creating effective social media campaigns and 

improving user experience are discussed. 

 

3.1 Introduction 

Photo sharing is one of the core functions of many contemporary social media platforms 

and provides benefits to businesses, influencers, and casual users alike. According to 
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Domo (2020), 147,000 photos are uploaded on Facebook every minute alone. Similarly, 

GlobalWebIndex and Are Social (2019) global survey found that sharing photos and 

videos was the third most popular reason for the use of social media, following ‘staying 

in touch with friends’ and ‘finding funny and entertaining content’. GlobalWebIndex 

(2019) also found that 60% of the participants shared at least one photo on social media 

every month. Photographic content is also a key component of digital marketing with 

single images being the most effective form of advertising on Instagram, Facebook, and 

Twitter (Hanapin, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c). 

 

Considering this wide-spread and popularity of photo sharing, it is not surprising that 

social media and user experience researchers focus increasingly on understanding the 

psychological and behavioural phenomena associated with it. Several studies investigated 

users’ motivations for posting images on social media (Lee et al., 2015; Moon et al., 2016; 

Sheldon & Bryant, 2016) and the drivers of social media engagement and feedback 

(Araújo et al., 2014; Bakhshi et al., 2014; Butkowski et al., 2020; Pittman & Reich, 2016). 

However, the potential connection between photo sharing behaviour and engagement 

from other users remains unexplored. Additionally, while social media feedback has been 

found to evoke certain emotional states based on a personality type (Jackson & Luchner, 

2018), there is no research on how such emotional states might influence subsequent 

photo sharing. 

 

The present study investigates the influence of emotions and received engagement on 

photo sharing. Specifically, we seek to understand whether different types of received 

social media engagement (i.e., more than expected and less than expected) trigger 

different emotional states in terms of arousal and valence, and how these emotional states 

influence posting frequency and content choice of social media users. We do so by 

manipulating the received engagement (i.e., the number of likes and comments in each 

condition) to assess its effects on emotional states of social media users and subsequent 

future behaviors. Specifically, we are interested in how soon individuals would post again 

and whether they would share the same or a different type of content after receiving 

more/fewer likes and comments than usual. 
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3.2 Conceptual Development 

3.2.1 Self-Presentation and Photo Sharing on Instagram 

Instagram is a free online photo and video sharing platform with more than a billion users 

worldwide (Statista, 2020). It is the sixth most popular social network worldwide by the 

number of active users (We Are Social, & Hootsuite, & DataReportal, 2020), the fifth 

most popular globally by reach (Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, 2020), and 

the second most used platform for global marketing (Social Media Examiner, 2020). The 

platform provides various editing and posting affordances (e.g., posts in the main feed, 

Stories, Reels, and IGTV) and communication tools (e.g., direct messages and video 

calls). In addition, photo and video sharing on Instagram is closely associated with 

receiving feedback and engagement in the forms of likes and comments. 

 

The earliest studies of Instagram photo sharing focused more on the types of photos that 

users shared on the platform, thus attempting to categorise and classify visual content 

(e.g., Hu et al., 2014). Additionally, the existing literature on Instagram photo sharing 

behaviours focuses primarily on the motivations of individuals to use the platform. For 

example, Lee et al. (2015) conducted a survey of 212 Instagram users investigating why 

people use Instagram. Their results demonstrate that individuals use the platform to 

interact with other users, to record their life and memories, to express and present 

themselves, to seek distraction from unpleasant experiences and relax, and to entertain 

themselves. Similarly, Sheldon and Bryant (2016) found that individuals use Instagram 

for communication and interaction, documentation of one's life and memories, self-

promotion, and creative self-expression. Alhabash and Ma (2017) investigated the 

predictors of use intensity for four social media platforms including Instagram and, in 

keeping with previous research, discovered that individuals mostly used Instagram to 

entertain themselves, to record their lives, to express themselves, and simply to pass time. 

 

The findings of these studies demonstrate that self-promotion, self-presentation, and self-

expression are common motives for using Instagram, and thus support the applicability 

of self-presentation and impression management theory (Leary & Kowalski, 1990; 

Schlenker, 2012) to the social media photo sharing. Specifically, self-presentation theory 

holds that individuals perform certain behaviours to impress their audience, and, as a 

result, to receive positive feedback from them (e.g., social acceptance and approval). In 

the context of social media photo sharing, self-presentation can be interpreted as posting 

photos to receive likes and comments from followers. Therefore, it stands to reason that 
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decisions associated with sharing images on Instagram and similar platforms might be 

driven by impression management and the desire to receive positive feedback. 

 

Furthermore, Alhabash and Ma (2017) found that Instagram intensity use was predicted 

by the gender of an individual, how many users they followed, and how much time they 

spent daily on Instagram. Photo sharing on Instagram was also found to be driven by 

narcissism (Moon et al., 2016; Sheldon & Bryant, 2016). These findings suggest that 

photo sharing on Instagram might also be influenced by other factors, such as personality 

traits, gender, and the number of followers. 

 

Whilst the aforementioned studies examine primary drivers and motivation for photo 

sharing on Instagram, there is little work on the psychological mechanisms that regulate 

continuous sharing behaviour – the focus of the present paper. 

 

3.2.2 Social Media Feedback and Engagement 

The reception and provision of likes and comments constitutes an essential feature of 

Instagram, and it is challenging to imagine the platform without these tokens of 

engagement. Likes and positive comments are often seen as a favourable response from 

the audience and are associated with a strong emotional reaction in the recipients. For 

example, Zell and Moeller (2018) found that individuals felt happier and more satisfied 

and perceived their audience as more caring and interested when they received more likes 

for their Facebook status updates. Hence, it stands to reason that receiving more social 

media engagement (i.e., likes and comments) than expected might be associated with the 

perception of positive feedback from the followers and, as a result, lead to an increase in 

positive emotions. Furthermore, the opposite should also hold true; when an individual 

receives less engagement than expected (or the wrong kind of engagement, such as 

negative or abusive comments), they are likely to read it as an unfavourable response 

from the audience and, consequently, might experience negative emotions. Based on the 

emotional regulation framework (Baumeister et al., 2007) outlined below (see 2.4), it is 

also logical to assume that such emotional changes would influence users’ subsequent 

sharing behaviours. For instance, we could expect individuals to post more often or to 

share similar types of content after receiving more engagement than usual. 

 

Nonetheless, the research on the impact of received engagement on social media sharing 

behaviours is currently limited, as the academic literature mostly focuses on the factors 



 129 

and aspects of social media posts that induce users to provide likes and comments. Photos 

of people facing the audience were found to receive higher numbers of likes and 

comments (Bakhshi et al., 2014; Pittman & Reich, 2016). Interestingly, Araújo et al. 

(2014) found that photos with higher numbers of likes and comments are more likely to 

receive additional engagement. Exaggerated gender display on the images of females, 

such as posing and revealing body parts, was also associated with receiving higher 

numbers of likes (Butkowski et al., 2020). Furthermore, there is some evidence that the 

nature of received social engagement influences Instagram users’ behaviours. For 

instance, Bell et al. (2018) found that higher numbers of likes received for objectified 

selfies - in comparison to non-objectified selfies - reinforced the propensity of young 

women to post objectified selfies. 

 

Hence, whilst there are studies on why individuals give likes and comments on social 

media, little is known about the impact of received engagement on social media 

behaviours. The present study addresses this by investigating the effects of more/less 

engagement than expected on posting frequency and content change decisions of social 

media users, and the role emotions play as a mediator between the engagement level and 

the subsequent sharing behaviour. 

 

3.2.3 Emotions and Online Sharing 

Previous research has identified emotions as one of the key drivers of forwarding and 

sharing of online content. For example, emotional messages on Twitter were discovered 

to have a higher likelihood of being reposted (Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2013). 

Furthermore, positivity and psychological arousal were found to induce sharing of online 

news articles (Berger & Milkman, 2012) and commercial and non-commercial videos 

(Guadagno et al., 2013; Nelson-Field et al., 2013). The outcomes of these studies 

highlight the importance of both arousal and valence in driving online sharing. 

 

Valence represents a dimension of appraisal, according to which emotions can be 

classified into positive and negative, such as happiness and sadness, respectively (Ortony 

et al., 1988; Posner et al., 2005; Solomon & Stone, 2002). In contrast, arousal represents 

a level of psychological activation associated with an emotional state (Ortony et al., 1988; 

Posner et al., 2005; Solomon & Stone, 2002; Thayer, 1978). For instance, calmness and 

boredom are classified as low-arousal affects, whilst nervousness and excitement are 

classified as high-arousal affects (Posner et al., 2005). In the theory of emotions, both 
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arousal and valence are considered important components that shape and underlie all 

emotional states (Ortony et al., 1988; Posner et al., 2005; Solomon & Stone, 2002; 

Thayer, 1978). Therefore, in our study we focus on both dimensions of emotions, as we 

aim to uncover specific emotional outcomes and influences that might not be identifiable 

if measured only by valence. 

 

Whilst high-arousal positive emotions elicited by content itself were found to induce 

online sharing (Berger & Milkman, 2012; Guadagno et al., 2013; Nelson-Field et al., 

2013; Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2013), it is not the only way how emotions might influence 

posting on social media. Specifically, received feedback and engagement can also evoke 

strong affective responses from social media users which in turn might affect their sharing 

decisions. For example, Jackson and Luchner (2018) investigated how self-presentation 

and personality mediate emotional responses to negative and positive feedback. They 

discovered that individuals who scored high in dependency and self-criticism (i.e., 

maladaptive personality type) were more likely to experience negative emotions after 

receiving negative feedback. In contrast, those who scored high in dependency and 

efficacy (i.e., adaptive personality type) were more likely to experience positive emotions 

after receiving positive feedback. Li et al. (2018) found that teenage girls tend to 

experience stress from the lack of peer engagement (e.g., likes and positive comments) 

on their selfies and employ emotion- and problem-focused strategies (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984) to cope with it. Paramboukis et al. (2016) explored how social media 

users with three different types of narcissism (e.g., a high grandiose/low vulnerable group, 

a high vulnerable/low grandiose group, and a high grandiose/high vulnerable group) react 

emotionally to different types of social media feedback and engagement. The results of 

their study indicate that users in all three groups feel happy and elated when they receive 

substantial engagement on their social media posts, as they associate such feedback with 

social approval and validation. Furthermore, participants in both high grandiose 

narcissism groups were not affected by the absence of engagement, whilst individuals in 

the high vulnerable/low grandiose group were likely to experience negative emotions and 

delete their unsuccessful posts. Similarly, participants in both high grandiose narcissism 

groups felt neutral if they received critical feedback, whilst individuals in the high 

vulnerable/low grandiose group reacted defensively to it by deleting the post and blocking 

the person from whom such feedback came. 
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Drawing on the results of the above-mentioned studies, it is safe to assume that emotions 

experienced as a result of received engagement might impact subsequent photo sharing 

behaviours on Instagram. This assumption aligns with Baumeister et al. (2007) 

framework outlined below. 

 

3.2.4 Emotional Regulation Framework 

The emotional regulation framework (Baumeister et al., 2007) proposes that emotions 

indirectly shape behaviour through a series of continuous feedback loops. Specifically, 

when an individual makes a choice, the outcome of this choice is likely to trigger an 

emotional reaction in that individual, which usually results in both affective residue and 

cognitive analysis of the outcome. The lesson extracted from the cognitive analysis 

modifies the behavioural if-then rules, and the foregoing change also contributes to the 

affective residue as the alteration in rules normally targets a desired emotional outcome. 

As a result, when the individual is presented with a similar choice again, the memory of 

past behaviour and its outcome triggers both the modified if-then rules and the affective 

residue from the previous instance. Consequently, the individual's new choice is dictated 

by the current version of their if-then rules, aimed at achieving their desired emotional 

outcome, and based on their previous affective and cognitive experience. 

 

In the context of our study, the emotional regulation framework can be applied to explain 

the impact of social media engagement on photo sharing behaviour. Based on the previous 

research (Jackson & Luchner, 2018; Paramboukis et al., 2016; Zell & Moeller, 2018), we 

anticipate that if an individual posts a photo (behavioural choice) and receives more 

engagement than expected (outcome), they would experience both high-arousal and low-

arousal positive emotions (affective residue) and consider the reasons for the success of 

their post (cognitive analysis). For example, the individual might think that they had 

chosen the right type of content which resonated well with the audience. When presented 

with a question of when and what to post again, they would make a choice that is most 

likely to result in their experiencing high-arousal positive emotions again (desired 

emotional outcome). In this case, the individual would be likely to post sooner than usual 

in order to reach the desired experience faster, and to choose the same type of content 

expecting the same outcome in terms of received engagement. 

 

Similarly, based on previous research (Jackson & Luchner, 2018; Li et al., 2018; 

Paramboukis et al., 2016), we anticipate that if an individual posts a photo (behavioural 
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choice) and receives less engagement than expected (outcome), they would experience 

both high-arousal and low arousal negative emotions (affective residue) and consider the 

reasons for the perceived failure of their post (cognitive analysis). For instance, the 

individual might associate the alleged failure with the wrong choice of content which did 

not resonate with their audience. Hence, when faced with a question of when and what to 

post again, they would make a choice that is most likely to result in avoidance of negative 

emotions (desired emotional outcome). In this case, the individual would be likely to post 

later than usual in order to postpone the possible undesired experience, and to choose a 

different type of content in order to maximise the likelihood of receiving more 

engagement than last time. 

 

Based on Baumeister et al. (2007) framework of emotional regulation, we developed a 

conceptual model reflecting the emotional mediation and regulation of the influence of 

social media engagement on posting frequency and content change decisions of social 

media users. The conceptual model and respective hypotheses are presented in ‘The 

Focus of the Present Study’ section and Figure 3.1. 

 

Figure 3.1. Conceptual model of engagement, emotions, posting frequency, and content change. 

 

3.2.5 The Focus of the Present Study 

The present paper investigates the emotional impact of more engagement than expected 

and less engagement than expected on Instagram users. Furthermore, the study explores 
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how the resulting emotions influence the changes in the social media users’ posting 

frequency and content choices. 

 

Whilst the work on the impact of received social media engagement on emotions is 

limited, there is some evidence that more than expected engagement causes individuals 

to feel happy (Zell & Moeller, 2018) and elated (Jackson & Luchner, 2018) and 

experience positive emotions in general (Paramboukis et al., 2016), and that less than 

expected engagement causes individuals to experience stress (Li et al., 2018) and negative 

emotions in general (Jackson & Luchner, 2018; Paramboukis et al., 2016). We therefore 

propose that more engagement than expected would lead to an increase in both low-

arousal and high-arousal positive emotional states and a decrease in both low-arousal and 

high-arousal negative affects. 

 

Previous studies showed that both positivity and a high level of psychological arousal 

facilitate online sharing (Berger & Milkman, 2012; Guadagno et al., 2013; Nelson-Field 

et al., 2013). Thus, it is safe to assume that experiencing high-arousal positive emotions 

would lead to more frequent social media sharing, and that the opposite should also hold 

true, e.g. the decrease in high-arousal and positivity would lead to a decrease in sharing. 

 

The results of Bell et al. (2018) study demonstrated a tendency of certain social media 

users (i.e., young women) to replicate the content types that receive higher numbers of 

likes (i.e., objectified selfies) in comparison to other content types. (i.e., non-objectified 

selfies), whilst the findings of Araújo et al. (2014) showed that users with certain 

personality traits (i.e., high vulnerable/low grandiose narcissism) were likely to delete 

their unsuccessful post after experiencing negative emotions due that arose due to the 

negative feedback. Therefore, we can hypothesise that users would be more likely to post 

similar content after receiving more engagement than expected and avoid the 

unsuccessful content type in future after receiving less engagement that expected. We can 

also assume that emotions might mediate the relationship between the received 

engagement and its behavioural outcomes. 

 

Drawing on the outcomes of the studies above, we predict that more engagement than 

expected would lead to an increase in positive high-arousal (H1a) and positive low-

arousal (H2a) emotions and a decrease in negative high-arousal (H3a) and negative low-

arousal (H4a) emotions. We also predict that these emotional changes would lead to an 
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increase in posting frequency (H1b – H4b respectively) and would not facilitate content 

change (H1c – H4c respectively). Furthermore, we predict that less engagement than 

expected would lead to a decrease in high-arousal positive (H5a) and low-arousal positive 

(H6a) states and an increase in high-arousal negative (H7a) and low-arousal negative 

(H8a) states, and that these changes would lead to a decrease in posting frequency (H5b 

– H8b respectively) and would facilitate content change (H5c – H8c respectively). 

 

We also explore the direct effects of received social media engagement on posting 

frequency and content change in order to account for any engagement influence that 

might not be mediated by emotions. Drawing on self-presentation and impression 

management theory (Leary & Kowalski, 1990; Schlenker, 2012), it is reasonable to 

assume that receiving more likes and comments than expected might be seen as positive 

feedback and successful self-presentation. In this case, users would be likely to continue 

engaging in effective impression management by sharing similar content more frequently. 

Likewise, users might perceive the absence of expected engagement as unsuccessful self-

presentation, and, as a result, share different content and post less frequently in future. 

Consequently, we hypothesise that more engagement than expected will increase 

subsequent posting frequency (H9a) and will not facilitate content change (H10a), whilst 

less engagement than expected will decrease subsequent posting frequency (H9b) and 

facilitate content change (H10b). 

 

In sum, to understand the effects of received social media engagement on emotions, 

posting frequency, and content choice, and to test the above-mentioned hypotheses (Table 

3.1), we are exploring the conceptual model depicted in Figure 3.1. 

 

 

 

 

More 

engagement 

than 

expected 

H1a: Increase in positive high-arousal 

emotions 

 

 

H1b-H4b: 

Increase 

in posting 

frequency 

 

 

H1c-

H4c: 

No 

content 

change 

H2a: Increase in positive low-arousal emotions 

H3a: Decrease in negative high-arousal 

emotions 

H4a: Decrease in negative low-arousal 

emotions 

H9a: Increase in posting frequency 

H10a: No content change 
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Less 

engagement 

than 

expected 

H5a: Decrease in positive high-arousal 

emotions 

 

 

H5b-H8b: 

Decrease 

in posting 

frequency 

 

 

H5c-

H8c: 

Content 

change 

H6a: Decrease in positive low-arousal 

emotions 

H7a: Increase in negative high-arousal 

emotions 

H8a: Increase in negative low-arousal 

emotions 

H9b: Decrease in posting frequency 

H10b: Content change 

Table 3.1. The hypotheses of the study grouped according to their causes and effects.  

 

3.3 Method 

3.3.1 Sample 

The participants were recruited via Prolific website. The website pre-screens its users 

using specifically designed questionnaires, i.e., any website user must fill in Prolifics's 

surveys, providing demographic and other relevant personal information that is later used 

by the platform for research eligibility identification. Thus, the main criteria for 

participation in the present online experiment was defined as the ownership and regular 

use of an Instagram account. The website also ensures the full completion of a 

questionnaire, as the participants are only rewarded financially if they finished and 

submitted their responses. The reimbursement rate for this study was recommended by 

Prolific based on the defined eligibility criteria and estimated time of completion 

(approximately 5 min) and identified as £6.19/hr. The actual average time of completion 

for the participants of the study was 5.65 min. All unfinished responses, including those 

of the participants who did not provide their consent, were excluded from the analysis - 

a total of 10 data entries. 

 

The final sample consisted of 248 participants, with 156 male participants (63% of 

sample), 90 female participants (36%), and 2 participants (1%) who indicated their gender 

as ‘other’. The age distribution ranged from 18 to 68 years old, with a mean age of 26 

years old (SD = 8.4). The participants also represent an international sample (34 different 

countries of origin), with the majority being from Poland (60 participants, 24%), the 

United Kingdom (35 participants, 14%), and Portugal (34 participants, 14%) (Appendix 

A, Table A.1). 
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It is important to note that the country of origin might have implications for the results of 

the study. As our research deals with emotions and affective responses, it is possible that 

people from different cultures might perceive emotions differently. Whilst some of the 

emotions employed in this study, such as anger and sadness, are considered to be basic 

and universal (Ekman, 1999), other affects, such as excitement and calmness, could be 

more complex in their cross-cultural interpretation. For instance, several studies have 

found that Western cultures prefer high-arousal positive emotions, and Easter cultures 

prefer low-arousal positive emotions (Lim, 2016; Tsai, 2007; Tsai et al., 2006, 2007). 

Therefore, these cross-cultural differences should be acknowledged as a limitation of the 

current study and considered when interpreting its results. 

 

The average number of likes for the participants of the present study was 76 (SD = 200.7) 

and usual number of comments was 10 (SD = 51.9). However, the data set contained one 

major outlier with 3000 likes and 800 comments as their norm. It stands to reason to 

assume that this participant has a professional or semi-professional account (e.g. personal 

brand) and might not be fully representative of an average social media user. Therefore, 

in order to have a better understanding of the dataset, additional descriptive analysis was 

conducted without this outlier. According to its results, the average number of likes 

changed to 64 (SD = 74.5) and the average number of comments – to 7 (SD = 12.8). 

 

The majority of participants indicated their usual posting frequency on Instagram as ‘once 

in a few months’ (43% of sample). The second most popular choice was ‘once a month’ 

(23%) followed by ‘once a week’ (13%) and ‘once a fortnight’ (11%). ‘Once in a few 

days’ (7%), ‘every day’ (2%), and ‘a few times a day’ (1%) were the least popular options. 

 

3.3.2 Procedure 

In order to understand the emotional impact of more than expected and less than expected 

engagement on social media users, and its subsequent influence on their posting 

frequency and content change decisions, an online experiment was designed and 

distributed using Qualtrics software. The experimental procedure followed the outline 

identified in Figure 3.2. 

 

On starting the experiment, the participants were first introduced to a participant 

information sheet and were required to provide their informed consent before they could 
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proceed with the study. Those participants who did not provide their consent were 

automatically transferred to the ‘end-of-survey’ message. 

 

In the introductory part of the experiment, the participants were asked to indicate the 

usual numbers of likes and comments they received for their Instagram posts. They were 

also asked how often they typically post photos on their accounts (e.g. ‘once a month’, 

‘every day’, etc.). The participants also provided information about their gender, age, and 

country of origin in this section. On the following stages of the study, male participants 

were presented with the photos that have a male person in them (i.e. portrait and explorer 

content types). Respectively, female participants were presented with the photos that have 

a female person in them. Those participants who identified their gender as other were 

randomly allocated to either male or female group. This allocation approach was taken in 

order to increase the probability of self-identification of participants with the individuals 

in the photos. As participants were asked to think that they post the photos of themselves 

in the experiment, it was important that they could reimagine themselves as the subjects 

in the pictures. Whilst gender is a complex construct, we did not assume the gender of 

the participants ourselves but asked them directly about it (e.g., ‘What is your gender?)’. 

According to the social identity theory (Leaper, 2011; Tajfel, 1978), individuals tend to 

associate and identify themselves with certain social groups to which they believe they 

belong to, including those based on gender. Therefore, we assumed that participants 

would find it easier to reimagine themselves as individuals in the photos, if those 

individuals are of the same gender with them. With regards to those participants who 

identified their gender as other, we assumed that the gender of the person in the photos 

would have less bearing on their identification and reimagining process, and thus, 

allocated them randomly to one of the outlined gender categories (i.e., male and female). 
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Figure 3.2. Experimental procedure flowchart. 
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After having completed the introductory session, the participants were instructed to 

imagine that they had returned from a trip and decided to share an image on Instagram. 

Accordingly, they were presented with a choice of three photos, each following the same 

aesthetics but representing a different content type – portrait, explorer or scenery. Once 

the participants made their choice, they were taken to the expected engagement stage. 

The instructions on the screen notified them that their chosen photo received their usual 

number of likes and comments (i.e., the same number as they had indicated in the 

introductory section). Following this message, the participants were presented with a 

number of questions. Firstly, they were asked to identify their emotional state by dragging 

the indicator on a scale from 0 to 100 for eight distinct emotions, each pair representing 

a particular affect with regards to valence and arousal (e.g., calm and at ease – low-arousal 

positive affect). Secondly, the participants were asked when they would share their next 

post on Instagram (e.g., ‘In a few months’, ‘The same day’). Lastly, they were presented 

with a choice of photos again. As in the previous instance, the images shared the same 

aesthetics, but represented three different content types – portrait, explorer, and scenery 

(Figure 3.3a–b) 

 

It is also worth noticing here that the choice of photo after the ‘expected engagement’ 

condition can be argued to influence subsequent expectations. If a person chose the same 

type of content as their original photo choice, they are highly likely to anticipate receiving 

the same number of likes and comments again (i.e., as in the ‘expected engagement’ 

condition). However, if a person chose a different type of content, they do not have a 

reference point for potential feedback, and their expectations are not shaped by any 

previous interactions. Nonetheless, it stands to reason that in this case and in the absence 

of any other clues, this individual would expect to receive their usual numbers of likes 

and comments, which are exactly the numbers that they stated in the introductory section. 

Respectively, these same numbers were presented to the participants in the ‘expected 

engagement’ condition. Therefore, it can be argued that the expectations will remain the 

same (i.e., the usual numbers of likes and comments) regardless of whether a person chose 

the same or a different photo after the ‘expected engagement’ condition. 
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(a) 

         

(b) 

     

 

Figure 3.3.a. Example of a set of images presented to female participants on a photo choice stage. 

Content types from left to right– portrait, explorer, and landscape. b. Example of a set of images 

presented to male participants on a photo choice stage. Content types – portrait (top left), 

landscape (top right), and explorer (bottom). 

 

From this stage on, the same process repeated for more than expected and less than 

expected engagement conditions, but with the key difference being the number of likes 

and comments participants received. In the more than expected engagement condition, 
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the participants received three times more likes and comments than their usual number 

(e.g. if their usual number of likes were 65, the number of likes in the more than expected 

engagement condition would be 195 likes). In the less than expected engagement 

condition, the participants received three times fewer likes and comments than their usual 

number (e.g., if their usual number of likes were 65, the number of likes in less than 

expected engagement condition would be 22 likes); in this condition, the numbers of likes 

and comments were also rounded to the nearest whole number for the purpose of 

ecological validity (e.g., one cannot have 21.67 likes on Instagram). In each of the 

foregoing conditions the participants followed the same procedure as in the expected 

engagement condition. They indicated their emotional state, posting frequency (e.g., the 

estimated time of their next post), and their choice of content. The study finished with the 

participants receiving their usual numbers of likes and comments and a ‘thank you’ 

message. 

 

A pilot version of the study was conducted with 21 participants in order to ensure that the 

experiment flow was correct, and the data collected answered the hypotheses of the study. 

As a result, minor issues were identified and amended (e.g., the change of 5-point Likert 

scale to the slider scale - from 0 to 100 - for the variables related to emotionality). Due to 

these changes and the resulting differences in the nature of the variables, the responses 

from the pilot study were not used in the final data analysis. 

 

3.3.3 Materials 

All photos used in this study were acquired from the open-source photo repository 

Unsplash (Unsplash, n.d.). Each set of photos contained three distinct types: explorer, 

portrait, and scenery (Figure 3.3). The portrait type showed a close-up photo of a person, 

the scenery type displayed a view with no people present, whilst the explorer type was a 

combination of both portrait and scenery types – a view with a person in a full or three-

quarters height. The photos for both male and female groups were taken from the same 

photo shoot of the same person done by the same photographer in the same place, and 

therefore, have consistent aesthetics and can be perceived as taken by the same person in 

the same location on the same day. 

 

These three types of photos are amongst the most popular, typical and followed Instagram 

content. According to Top-Hashtags (2021), the top 40 Instagram hashtags include 

#nature, #photography, #photooftheday, #picoftheday, #me, #girl, and #smile. Photos 
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showing attractive sceneries also belong to category of travel photos - one of the fastest 

year-over-year growth category of content shared on Instagram (Mediakix, n.d.; Miller, 

2017). Surveys indicated that 48% of Instagram users rely on photos and videos to help 

choose their next travel destination, and 35% of users are looking on Instagram photos to 

discover new places (Rezab, 2015). Therefore, travelling pictures constitute a growing 

and widely accepted content type that is relatively neutral and relatable. In comparison, 

content such as pet photos, food pictures, or sports images, may present a higher degree 

of specific personal preference and could introduce confounding between-subject 

variable and influence participants’ content choices. 

 

During the pilot version of the study, the first author had two separate in-person trials 

with two participants (one male and one female), asking them to comment on their 

perception of the experiment and its materials whilst completing it. This had been done 

using the screen sharing function of Zoom software (Zoom, 2020). The participants 

considered each set of photos as belonging to the same person, aesthetics, place, and 

photo shoot, and no major differences in the style and quality of the photos in each set 

were identified. 

 

Additionally, for the purpose of this study it was necessary to ensure that the participants 

would consistently perceive the identified content types. An inter-rater reliability test was 

conducted in the Qualtrics software to guarantee the common acceptance and 

understanding of the content types by social media users. Two raters were presented with 

all 24 photos, and under each photo they were asked which type it relates to – portrait, 

scenery or explorer. The responses were analysed using Cohen's kappa method, and the 

resulting level of agreement was substantial (Kappa = 0.687, z = 4.92, p < 0.001), with 

the overall percentage of agreement being 79.2%. 

 

3.3.4 Measures 

3.3.4.1 Social Media Engagement Conditions 

For the purpose of this paper, social media engagement is defined as the number of likes 

and comments received for a post. The social media engagement conditions (i.e., more 

engagement than expected and less engagement than expected) represent the independent 

variables in the study and were coded as dummy variables, with the expected engagement 

condition being the reference point for more than expected and less than expected 

engagement conditions. 
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3.3.4.2 Emotions 

The emotionality matrix designed for this study is based on the PANAS-X scale (Watson 

& Clark, 1994). However, as the study only focuses on fours specific affects (i.e., high-

arousal positive, low-arousal positive, high-arousal negative, and low-arousal negative 

affects), eight emotions were selected with each pair representing one emotional state. 

Initially, the scale was used as suggested by the original instruction (a 5-point Likert 

scale). However, based on the results of the pilot study, the Likert scale was changed to 

a slider with a scale from 0 to 100, in order to have more variance in responses. The scale 

markers were, however, left unaltered, with 0 representing ‘Very Slightly or Not at all’, 

25 - ‘A Little’, 50 - ‘Moderately’, 75 - ‘Quite a bit’, and 100 – ‘Extremely’. The 

participants were asked to indicate to what extent they experienced the eight outlined 

emotions by dragging the slider to their appropriate marker. 

 

Each pair of correlated emotions (i.e., calm and at ease, excited and enthusiastic, sad and 

upset, and angry and distressed) were mean collapsed to four distinct composite indices 

representing four emotional states respectively (i.e., positive low-arousal, positive high-

arousal, negative low-arousal, and negative high-arousal). Pearson correlation and Bayes 

factor for each pair of correlated emotions across the three engagement conditions are 

presented in Table B.1, Appendix B. 

 

Interestingly, anger and distress were correlated in the expected engagement condition 

and less than expected engagement condition, but not in the more than expected 

engagement condition (Table B.1, Appendix B). Furthermore, all four negative emotions 

were correlated in the expected engagement and less than expected engagement 

conditions (Table B.2, Appendix B). In less than expected condition, sadness, feeling 

upset, and anger were also correlated, whilst distress was only correlated with feeling 

upset, and not with anger or sadness (Table B.2, Appendix B). This suggests the 

possibility of combining all negative emotions into one general negative emotional state 

and the possibility of studying distress as an independent negative emotion. 

 

In order to understand the influence of both emotional valence and psychological arousal 

on social media behaviour, we decided to follow the circumplex model of affect (Posner 

et al., 2005) and distinguish two negative emotional states based on their levels of 

psychological activation. Respectively, we combined anger and distress into a high-
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arousal negative state, and sadness and feeling upset into a low-arousal negative state. 

Although, feeling upset is generally considered to be an activated emotional state, it has 

a lower level of psychological arousal in comparison to anger and distress. According to 

the Pearson correlation analysis (Tables B.1–2, Appendix B), there is a higher significant 

correlation between feeling upset and sadness, comparing to feeling upset and anger, and 

feeling upset and distress in each experimental condition respectively (i.e., ‘expected 

engagement’, ‘more than expected engagement’, and ‘less than expected engagement’). 

Whilst it can be argued that feeling upset and sadness represent a medium-low level of 

arousal, we decided to refer to it as a negative low-arousal state for two reasons. Firstly, 

feeling upset paired with sadness represents a lower level of psychological activation 

when compared to the state of anger paired with distress. Secondly, according to the 

circumplex model of affect (Posner et al., 2005), negative low-arousal emotions include 

boredom, tiredness, and being lethargic (Liu et al., 2018; Zagalo, 2005), but these 

emotions were considered less applicable to the study context of receiving social media 

engagement. Furthermore, the study focused on arousal and valence combined. 

Therefore, we consider sadness and feeling upset to be the most appropriate choices, as 

these emotions reflect a medium-low level of arousal in negative emotions and, at the 

same time, they do not compromise ecological validity of the study. 

 

Therefore, we deemed it appropriate to average ratings for feeling upset with sadness 

rather than with anger or distress, especially considering the close positions of feeling 

upset and sadness on the circumplex model of affect and high level of correlation between 

those two affects (Table B.1, Appendix B). We have also decided to call this combination 

a low-arousal negative affect in order to distinguish the effects of psychological arousal 

(i.e., lower arousal vs. higher arousal) on social media behaviours. However, the actual 

low-medium level of arousal attributed to feeling upset and sadness should be 

acknowledged as a limitation of the study and considered when interpreting its results. 

Furthermore, future research can build on our mediation model and investigate in more 

depth the effect of various emotional combinations on social media sharing behaviour. 

 

As a result, we had four distinct indices for emotional states in the present study: positive 

low-arousal, positive high-arousal, negative low-arousal, and negative high-arousal, 

retrieved by calculating averages across four pairs of correlated emotional states 

respectively (i.e., calm and at ease, excited and enthusiastic, sad and upset, and angry and 

distressed). 
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3.3.4.3 Posting Frequency 

The posting frequency measure was represented by a 7-point ordinal scale. The question 

asked was ‘When would you consider posting your next photo (in your main feed, not 

stories)?’ The response options were the following (from 1 point to 7 points): in a few 

months, in a month, in a fortnight, in a week, in a few days, the next day, and the same 

day. 

 

3.3.4.4 Content Change 

In order to identify content change, each photo choice was recorded with regards to the 

image type (portrait, scenery, and explorer). A dichotomous variable was created which 

indicated whether the same or a different type of content was selected after each condition 

in comparison to the previous content choice; a value of 0 represented no content change 

(e.g. the same photo type was selected) and a value of 1 represented the change of content 

(e.g. a different photo type was selected). 

 

3.3.4.5 Factors and Covariates 

Usual number of likes, usual number of comments, usual posting frequency, age, and 

gender were employed as factors and covariates in the model. Usual posting frequency 

measure was represented as 7-point ordinal scale and answered the following question: 

‘How often do you normally post photos on Instagram? (in your main feed, not stories)’. 

The response options were the following (from 1 point to 7 points): once in a few months, 

once a month, once a fortnight, once a week, one photo every day, and two or more photos 

a day. Age, usual number of likes, and usual number of comments were recorded as 

continuous numeric variables. Gender was coded as 1 for male, 2 for female, 3 for other. 

Because only two of the respondents identified as “other” we used only those with a 

binary gender identification for modeling purposes. 

 

3.3.5 Data Analysis 

In order to investigate direct and indirect effects of the independent variables on the 

dependent variables, a path analysis model was built using the Mplus software. The model 

has two levels, a within-individuals level, and between-individuals level, and uses a 

Markov chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) Bayesian estimation approach to estimate the 

model. Because the dependent variables were measured using nominal and ordinal scales, 

the second part of the model were using a probit link function, while the first part of the 
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model were estimated using conventional least square regressions. Credible intervals and 

standardised beta coefficients were identified for direct effects, indirect effects, factors, 

and covariates. In total, we ran 51,000 MCMC iterations, at which point we reached a 

Potential Scale Reduction factor of less than 1.1 (Gelman & Rubin, 1992). 

 

3.4 Results 

The results of the study are presented in Figure 3.4. 

 

 
* Significant using a 95% credible interval  ** Significant using a 99% credible interval 

Figure 3.4. Standardised beta coefficients and statistical significance for engagement, emotions, 

posting frequency, and content change. The arrows and coefficients are colour-coded with black 

representing ‘more than expected engagement’ condition and blue representing ‘less than 

expected engagement’ condition. The arrows connecting ‘more than expected’ and ‘less than 

expected engagement’ to emotions, posting frequency, and content change represent standardised 

Beta coefficients for direct effects of engagement on emotions, posting frequency, and content 

change. The arrows connecting emotions to posting frequency and content change represent 

standardised Beta coefficients for the indirect effects of engagement on posting frequency and 

content change mediated by emotions. Each arrow leading from emotions to posting frequency 

and content change has two values associated with it. The black values reflect the mediated effects 

of more engagement than expected on posting frequency and content change, whilst the blue 

values reflect the mediated effects of less engagement than expected on posting frequency and 

content change. 
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Unstandardised and standardised beta coefficients and posterior p-values derived from 

the estimated credible intervals of the main effect analysis are presented in Tables B.3–5 

of Appendix B. Standardised beta coefficients and p-values for the mediation analysis are 

presented in Table B.6 of Appendix B. 

 

3.4.1 More Engagement Than Expected 

The results of the mediation model demonstrated a significant increase in high-arousal 

positive emotional state (β = 0.26, posterior p < 0.001), a significant decrease in low-

arousal positive emotional state (β = −0.14, posterior p < 0.001), a significant decrease in 

low-arousal negative emotional state (β = −0.06, posterior p = 0.048), and no significant 

effect on high-arousal negative emotions (β = −0.05, posterior p = 0.123) in the ‘more 

engagement than expected condition’. Thus, H1a and H4a were supported, whilst H2a 

and H3a were not supported. 

 

High-arousal positive emotions were found to regulate the effects of more than expected 

engagement on posting frequency. An increase in high-arousal positive emotions was 

associated with a significant increase in posting frequency (β = 0.14, posterior p = 0.002). 

Thus, H1b was supported. 

 

No significant effects of more than expected engagement mediated by low-arousal 

positive emotions (β = 0.02, posterior p = 0.135), low-arousal negative emotions (β = 

0.01, posterior p = 0.255), and high-arousal negative emotions (β = −0.00, posterior p = 

0.289) on posting frequency were found. Thus, H2b-H4b were not supported. 

 

No significant effects of more engagement than expected mediated by high-arousal 

positive emotions (β = 0.04, posterior p = 0.215), low-arousal positive emotions (β = 0.00, 

posterior p = 0.480), low-arousal negative emotions (β = −0.02, posterior p = 0.067), and 

high-arousal negative emotions (β = 0.01, posterior p = 0.149) on content change were 

found. Thus, H1c-H4c were not supported. 

 

The direct effects analysis revealed a significant negative effect of more engagement than 

expected on content change (β = −0.21, posterior p = 0.001). No significant effects of 

more engagement than expected on posting frequency (β = 0.03, posterior p = 0.284). 

Thus, H10a was supported, whilst H9a was not supported. 
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3.4.2 Less Engagement Than Expected 

The results of the mediation model demonstrated a significant decrease in high-arousal 

positive emotional state (β = −0.41, posterior p < 0.001), a significant decrease in low-

arousal positive emotional state (β = −0.33, posterior p < 0.001), a significant increase in 

negative high-arousal emotional state (β = 0.19, posterior p < 0.001), and a significant 

increase in negative low-arousal emotional state (β = 0.39, posterior p < 0.001) in the 

‘less engagement that expected’ condition. Thus, H5a - H8a were supported. 

 

A decrease in high-arousal positive emotions was associated with a significant decrease 

in posting frequency (β = −0.23, posterior p = 0.002). Thus, H5b was supported. 

 

No significant effects of less than expected engagement mediated by low-arousal positive 

emotions (β = 0.06, posterior p = 0.134), low-arousal negative emotions (β = −0.05, 

posterior p = 0.228), and high-arousal negative emotions (β = 0.02, posterior p = 0.220) 

on posting frequency were found. Thus, H6b – H8b were not supported. 

 

Negative emotions were found to regulate the influence of less engagement than expected 

on content change. Specifically, a significant increase in high-arousal negative emotions 

was associated with a significant decrease in the likelihood of content change (β = −0.07, 

posterior p = 0.035), whilst a significant increase in negative low-arousal emotions was 

associated with a significant increase in the likelihood of content change (β = 0.17, 

posterior p = 0.021). Thus, H8c was supported and H7c was not supported. 

 

No significant effects of less engagement than expected mediated by low-arousal positive 

emotions (β = 0.00, posterior p = 0.480) and high-arousal positive emotions (β = - 0.07, 

posterior p = 0.215) on content change were found. Thus, H5c and H6c were not 

supported. 

 

Additionally, there was a significant negative effect of less engagement than expected on 

posting frequency (β = −0.20, posterior p < 0.001), whilst its effect on content change (β 

= −0.11, posterior p = 0.077) was not significant. Thus, H9b was supported, whilst H10b 

was not supported. 
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3.4.3 Direct Effects of Emotions on Posting Frequency and Content Change 

The direct effect analysis also revealed a significant positive effect of high-arousal 

positive emotions on posting frequency (β = 0.24, posterior p = 0.002), a significant 

positive effect of low-arousal negative emotions on the likelihood of content change (β = 

0.20, posterior p = 0.021), and a significant negative effect of high-arousal negative 

emotions on the likelihood of content change (β = −0.17, posterior p = 0.035). 

 

3.4.4 Between-Subject Analysis and Covariates 

On the between-subject level, the usual posting frequency was discovered to have a 

significant positive association with the experimental posting frequency (β = 0.58, 

posterior p < 0.001). The usual number of likes was found to have a positive association 

with the likelihood of content change (β = 0.58, posterior p = 0.001), whilst the usual 

number of comments was found to have a negative association with the likelihood of 

content change (β = −0.45, posterior p = 0.018). Gender was found to influence the 

content change decisions of the participants (β = 0.22, posterior p < 0.001); in particular, 

female participants were more likely to change content than male participants. 

 

The residual variance for posting frequency on the between subject level is 0.58 (posterior 

p < 0.001). The residual variance for content change on the between subject level is 0.38 

(posterior p < 0.001). 

 

3.5 Discussion 

According to the results of our study, emotions mediate the effects of social media 

engagement on posting frequency and content change. Specifically, we found that users 

felt excited and enthusiastic after receiving more engagement than expected, and sad and 

upset after receiving less engagement than expected. With regards to posting frequency, 

the pause between posts was shorter if users felt excited and enthusiastic after receiving 

more likes and comments than expected. In contrast, the pause between posts was longer 

if users felt less excited and enthusiastic after receiving fewer likes and comments than 

expected. Additionally, users were more likely to share a different type of photo in their 

next post if they felt sad and upset after receiving less engagement than expected. At the 

same time, users were more likely to share a similar type of photo in their next post if 

they received more likes and comments than expected. 
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3.5.1 More Engagement Than Expected 

The results of the present study indicate that the difference between expected and actual 

numbers of likes and comments received for a social media post (i.e., more than expected 

vs. less than expected engagement) evoke different emotional states. Specifically, more 

engagement than expected is associated with a significant increase in high-arousal 

positive emotions and a significant decrease in both positive and negative low-arousal 

affects. This means that people mostly experience excitement and enthusiasm after they 

receive more likes and comments than they originally expected. 

 

High-arousal positive emotions were found to mediate the effects of received engagement 

on posting frequency. In the more than expected engagement condition, the extra 

excitement an individual felt about receiving more likes and comments than usual, the 

sooner they would post again. This finding aligns with previous studies on emotionality 

and sharing of online content. The study also discovered an overall direct positive effect 

of high-arousal positive emotions on posting frequency, which means that, regardless of 

the amount of engagement received, these emotions can still lead to more frequent 

posting. These findings strongly support the concept of positive high-arousal emotions as 

one of the main drivers of social media sharing (Berger & Milkman, 2012; Guadagno et 

al., 2013; Nelson-Field et al., 2013). Similarly, the results of the present paper indicate 

that the more excited and enthusiastic people feel after receiving more engagement than 

expected, the shorter their pause between the posts would be. Furthermore, social media 

engagement often signals that the post was favourably received by a user's audience 

which implies successful impression management (Leary & Kowalski, 1990; Schlenker, 

2012) and urges an individual to continue the beneficial action of posting. 

 

Content change decisions were found to be affected directly by more engagement than 

expected and indirectly by less engagement than expected through a mediating effect of 

negative emotions. In the more than expected engagement condition, social media users 

were less likely to change content for their next posts. This finding can be explained based 

on the self-presentation and impression management theories (Leary & Kowalski, 1990; 

Schlenker, 2012). When social media users receive more likes and comments than usual, 

they are likely to read it as a sign of their successful self-presentation. Consequently, they 

would be likely to engage in content replication behaviours by posting the same type of 

photos again and expecting the same engagement as for their previous post. Similar 

behaviour was previously discovered by Li et al. (2018) who found that teenage girls are 
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apt to post objectified selfies more than non-objectified due to the tendency of the former 

selfie type to receive more likes. 

 

Overall, more than expected engagement was found to increase the likelihood of sharing 

a similar photo in the next post. It was also found to increase posting frequency if users 

felt excited and enthusiastic after receiving more likes and comments than usual. 

 

3.5.2 Less Engagement Than Expected 

Less engagement than expected. was associated with a significant decrease in both 

positive emotional states and a significant increase in both negative emotional states. This 

means that individuals tend to feel sadder, angrier, and more upset and distressed when 

they receive engagement which does not match their initial anticipations. These findings 

demonstrate that the emotional states of social media users are strongly influenced by the 

amount of engagement they receive for their posts, especially in relation to their pre-

existing expectations and anticipations. 

 

Moreover, the deficiency of usual numbers of likes and comments causes individuals to 

feel less excited and enthusiastic, which in turn leads to a lower posting frequency. 

Therefore, social media users tend to have a longer pause between the posts if they feel 

less excited and enthusiastic due to the absence of expected engagement. This finding 

supports the idea of high-arousal positive emotions as the main drivers of online sharing 

(Berger & Milkman, 2012; Guadagno et al., 2013; Nelson-Field et al., 2013). 

 

The outcomes of this study also show that less engagement than expected has a direct 

negative effect on posting frequency. Overall, individuals tend to have a longer pause 

between their posts after not receiving their anticipated engagement. Consequently, when 

an individual does not receive as many likes and comments as usual, they might consider 

such an instance to represent unsuccessful impression management (Leary & Kowalski, 

1990; Schlenker, 2012) and lose their incentive to share content due to the fear of 

repetition, which in turn would lead to a lower posting frequency. 

 

The effect of less engagement than expected on the likelihood of content change were 

found to be mediated by negative emotions. Low-arousal negative emotions, such as 

sadness and feeling upset were found to facilitate the change of content; whilst high-

arousal negative emotions, such as anger and distress, motivated users to persevere with 
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the same type of content in their next posts. These opposed influences might be partially 

explained using the self-affirmation theory (Sherman & Cohen, 2006). When a user feels 

sad or upset after receiving less engagement than expected, due to the passive nature of 

such emotions, it makes sense that they might be blaming this failure on their own wrong 

content choice or some personal mistake. In this case, it may be that the user would try to 

avoid unpleasant emotions in future and would post a different type of content next time, 

hoping for better engagement. However, when an individual experiences anger and 

distress after not receiving anticipated likes and comments, such a psychologically active 

emotional response might signify that a user does not accept their audience's unfavourable 

assessment of the photo (e.g. the absence of usual engagement) as right, valid, and fair. 

In this case, the user would try to reaffirm their choice of content by posting a similar 

type again. Such a decision might be explained either by a user's genuine belief in the 

quality of their original photo or their angry and distressed denial of the audience's 

opinion. However, it is worth noticing that, according to the results of the present study, 

social media users are more likely to experience low-arousal negative emotions over high-

arousal negative emotions after receiving less engagement than expected. Additionally, 

the effect of low-arousal negative emotions on content change is stronger than the effect 

of high-arousal negative emotions; this means that overall individuals are much more 

likely to feel sad and upset when they get fewer likes and comments than usual, which in 

turn leads to a higher likelihood of their posting different content in their next post. 

 

3.5.3 Between-Subject Differences in Posting Frequency and Content Change 

On the between-subject level, the results of the study also identified the existence of 

posting frequency patterns; i.e., social media users tend to have set periods of time (e.g., 

once a month) between their posts that might fluctuate under the influence of received 

engagement, emotions, and other factors (e.g., occasional post once a fortnight) but are 

unlikely to change radically (e.g., to posting once a day). This outcome highlights the 

importance of measuring social media behaviour in respective rather than absolute terms 

in order to reveal its implicit mechanisms and drivers. 

 

Furthermore, the study found that there are gender differences with regards to content 

change behaviour, with women being more likely to experiment with their photo types 

than man. This finding opens an opportunity for further research on differences between 

male and female social media photo sharing behaviours and Instagram use. 
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Lastly, the study revealed the opposed effects of numbers of likes and comments on 

content change behaviour. Social media users who receive higher numbers of likes on 

average are more likely to post varying types of contents. This pattern can be explained 

by the desire to keep one's audience interested and entertained by different types of photos 

in order to avoid content burnout and sustain one's audience's engagement. On the 

contrary, those users who tend to receive higher numbers of comments are more likely to 

continue with the same type of content every time they post, possibly due to a profile 

specification that might be reflected in a smaller but more active audience with a set 

content type preference. These findings demonstrate the complexity of social media photo 

sharing drivers and incentives, which, however, can be untangled and classified 

accordingly by consecutive research in the area of social media photo sharing behaviour. 

In order to understand the effects of likes and comments on photo choices better, it is 

necessary to build on the present research and include a controlling measure for different 

types of audiences and profiles. 

 

3.5.4 Implications for Practitioners and Users 

Based on the outcomes of the present study, it is possible to make practical 

recommendations for improving the design of social media platforms. The study clearly 

demonstrates that when social media users do not receive sufficient engagement, they 

experience a decrease in high-arousal positive emotions which, in turn, leads to their 

losing interest in content sharing and results in prolonged pauses between posts. To 

prevent the decrease of user participation that is likely to result in the loss of active 

members through their disengagement and disinterest, it might be necessary to address 

the issue either directly via engagement or indirectly through emotions. For instance, 

social media platforms might adjust their content exposure algorithms in such a way that 

users would be reaching additional accounts and getting extra engagement when they are 

most likely to start feeling less excited and enthusiastic and post less often. Moreover, if 

this solution is not viable due to any technical or other reasons, it might be beneficial to 

directly address the problem of the decrease in users' high-arousal positive emotions and 

think of alternative ways to make people feel excited and enthusiastic about posting on 

social media without increasing the engagement on their posts. For example, an internal 

reward system might be developed, where users get some automated acknowledgement 

or scores for posting. Other tactics can also be applied, such as the function of memories 

and archives on Instagram and Facebook or the function of yearly wrap-ups similar to 

that employed by Spotify. However, the ability of such methods to evoke high-arousal 
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positive emotions should be tested prior to their application in order to understand 

whether they can successfully substitute for receiving additional engagement in terms of 

users’ emotional response. 

 

The results of the study can also be useful to social media marketers, brands, and 

influencers, especially with regards to marketing campaigns aimed at content replication 

and branded content sharing by consumers. According to the results of the present 

research, individuals are more likely to change the type of content if they feel sad after 

receiving less engagement than expected. If, for example, a social media user decided to 

post branded content (e.g., a photo of them using a brand's product) and received fewer 

likes and comments than their usual number, they might feel upset and, consequently, 

would be less likely to post such content again. To avoid the foregoing situation, it would 

be beneficial for both brands and users to increase the success of users' branded posts 

either by their promotion on brands' official accounts to increase engagement by 

providing additional social media reach, or by combating the feeling of sadness via other 

methods and incentives. For the latter solution, it would be advantageous to consider 

various marketing techniques that can give users satisfaction from sharing branded 

content, even if their received engagement is less than expected. For instance, brands can 

like or comment on the branded posts thus acknowledging the action of a user (i.e., 

intangible encouragement), or they can offer promocodes, discounts, or free samples in 

return for such posts (i.e., tangible inducement). Whilst it is impossible to react to every 

single individual sharing branded content, it is vital to locate and identify the most 

important users (e.g., macro- and micro-influencers) in terms of spreading brand 

awareness and building brands' goodwill and maintain a stable level of satisfaction in 

these individuals in order to benefit from their repeated branded posts. 

 

3.5.5 Limitations and Opportunities for Future Research 

Whilst the sample of this study represents a culturally diverse audience which reflects the 

main group of Instagram users sufficiently, the self-selection approach was partly 

employed due to the use of Prolific and limited selection criteria - ‘being over 18 years 

old’ and ‘being an active user of Instagram’. Therefore, it would be beneficial to 

reproduce the present study with a larger sample group reflecting the exact characteristics 

of Instagram main user group. Additional research with specific cultural groups could 

also be conducted to identify cross-cultural differences in emotional responses to received 

engagement and their influence on photo sharing behaviours. 
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Furthermore, the engagement conditions in the study were not randomised due to the 

potential complications of tracking the change of content. Specifically, each photo choice 

was recorded between the conditions, and whilst it referred to its previous condition, it 

was also featured in the following condition for the ecological validity of the experiment, 

thus making the randomisation of conditions in the current design challenging. 

Specifically, the randomisation of the conditions could lead to the inability to tell with 

certainty which photo choice belonged to which condition, thus making it impossible to 

identify whether a different or the same type of photo was chosen in the following 

condition. Considering the content change being a dependent variable in the model and 

hence, an essential part of the study, we decided to avoid randomisation and keep the 

defined order of the conditions. Therefore, a similar study with randomised engagement 

conditions could be conducted to further validate the results of the present study. 

 

Another limitation of our study is related to the nature of engagement. Whilst the surplus 

of likes and comments is generally treated as a positive change, there might be situations 

when it can be perceived as unfavourable and unwanted. Specifically, it might happen 

when the content of additional comments is negative, contradicting, or even abusing. In 

this case, the emotional response to engagement is likely to significantly differ from the 

one discovered in our research. Nonetheless, when someone leaves a negative comment, 

they rarely give a ‘like’ to the post as well, as these actions are rather contradictory in 

their nature. The aforementioned phenomenon often leads to a post being ‘ratioed’ (e.g., 

having considerably more comments than likes). This, however, does not apply to our 

study, as the number of comments increased proportionally to the increase in the number 

of likes, thus signifying an overall positive change in engagement. The nature of 

comments was also irrelevant in the context of our study, as participants were only 

provided with an overall number of comments without seeing any specific textual content. 

Additionally, Instagram currently employs an algorithm that hides inappropriate and 

offensive comments and provides a function of keyword filtering that allows users to hide 

comments with specific words and phrases (Instagram, 2021). These functions reduce the 

likelihood of seeing negative comments, especially in case of an average user (e.g., not 

an influencer or a brand). Therefore, users are likely to treat the overall increase in 

comments as a positive outcome, and this assessment would change only if confronted 

with actual negative comments. Nevertheless, future studies can investigate how negative 
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emotionality of comments and different ratios of comments to likes influence emotional 

and behavioural responses of social media users. 

 

Finally, the present study focuses particularly on emotions as mediators of engagement 

on posting frequency and content change. As the results of the direct effect analysis 

suggest, there might be additional factors that contribute to the regulation of perpetual 

photo sharing behaviours. Hence, future research could introduce new mediators to the 

model or analyse additional aspects of photo sharing behaviours by extending the list of 

dependent variables. 

 

3.6 Conclusion 

Overall, the study uncovered the influence of received social media engagement on 

emotional states of Instagram users, identified the importance of psychological arousal in 

emotional mediation of engagement effects on social media sharing behaviours, and 

discovered the direct impact of engagement on posting frequency and content change. 

The paper found that Instagram users mostly experience excitement and enthusiasm after 

receiving more engagement than expected and negative emotions after receiving less 

engagement than expected. Positive high-arousal emotions experienced after receiving 

more engagement than expected drive Instagram photo sharing by increasing the posting 

frequency of affected users, whilst the deficiency of such emotions experienced after the 

absence of usual engagement leads to a longer pause between social media posts. 

Furthermore, the study revealed that more engagement than expected motivates users to 

change content type between posts, whilst the effects of less engagement than expected 

on content change were mediated by negative emotions. The paper discovered that 

negative high-arousal emotions did not prompt Instagram users to alternate content 

between posts; contrarywise, negative low-arousal emotions were found to stimulate the 

change of content between posts. However, on the whole individuals were more likely to 

feel sad and upset after the absence of their usual likes and comments, and hence were 

more likely to change the content type in their next post. 

 

The analysis of covariates on the between-subject level revealed the adherence of social 

media users to their habitual time periods between posts, which were unlikely to fluctuate 

considerably even under the influence of received engagement and emotions. It also 

uncovered the influence of gender on content change, with women being more likely to 

alternate content types between posts. Finally, the study revealed the opposed effects of 
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usual number of likes and usual number of comments on content change behaviours, as 

users with higher numbers of likes showed higher propensity to change content type 

between posts, whilst users with higher numbers of comments preferred to post the same 

type of content throughout the experiment. 

 

The results of the present study expand our knowledge of social media behaviour, photo 

sharing, and Instagram user experience, and clarify the link between emotions and 

received engagement on social media. The paper also presents a novel model of emotional 

mediation of engagement effects on posting frequency and content change. The findings 

of the study contribute theoretically to the areas of social media studies, digital 

psychology, online behaviour, and e-marketing, and have practical implications in the 

fields of user experience, social media design, social media marketing, and social media 

brand development. 
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Appendix A 

Sample distribution 
 

 Number of participants Sample percent 
Argentina 1 0.4 
Austria 1 0.4 
Belgium 1 0.4 
Bosnia and Herzegovina 1 0.4 
Brazil 2 0.8 
Canada 9 3.6 
Chile 4 1.6 
Colombia 1 0.4 
Czech Republic 3 1.2 
Estonia 4 1.6 
Finland 2 0.8 
Germany 4 1.6 
Greece 5 2.0 
Hungary 5 2.0 
Indonesia 1 0.4 
Ireland 2 0.8 
Israel 3 1.2 
Italy 21 8.5 
Latvia 1 0.4 
Mexico 13 5.2 
Netherlands 1 0.4 
Nigeria 1 0.4 
Poland 60 24.2 
Portugal 34 13.7 
Slovenia 1 0.4 
South Africa 3 1.2 
Spain 20 8.1 
Sweden 1 0.4 
Switzerland 1 0.4 
Tunisia 1 0.4 
United Kingdom 35 14.1 
United States 4 1.6 
Venezuela 1 0.4 
Vietnam 1 0.4 
Total 248 100.0 

Table A.1. Sample distribution by the country of origin  
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Appendix B 

Data analysis results 

Emotions Engagement 
conditions 

Expected 
engagement 

More than 
expected 
engagement 

Less than 
expected 
engagement 

Calm / At 
ease 

Pearson 
Correlation 

0.373 0.478 0.582 

Bayes Factor 0.000 0.000 0.000 
Excited / 
Enthusiastic 

Pearson 
Correlation 

0.751 0.820 0.794 

Bayes Factor 0.000 0.000 0.000 
Sad / Upset Pearson 

Correlation 
0.539 0.506 0.777 

Bayes Factor 0.000 0.000 0.000 
Angry / 
Distressed 

Pearson 
Correlation 

0.300 0.153 0.535 

Bayes Factor 0.000 1.096 0.000 
 

Table B.1. Pearson correlation and Bayes factor for each pair of four correlated emotional states 

across the three engagement conditions. 

 

Emotions  Engagement 
conditions  

Expected 
engagement  

More than 
expected 
engagement  

Less than 
expected 
engagement  

Sad / 
Angry  

Pearson 
Correlation  

0.481 0.353 0.728 

 Bayes Factor  0.000  0.000  0.000  
Sad / 
Distressed  

Pearson 
Correlation  

0.251  0.111 0.523 

 Bayes Factor  0.007 4.319 0.000  
Upset / 
Angry 

Pearson 
Correlation  

0.456 0.502  0.748 

 Bayes Factor  0.000  0.000  0.000  
Upset / 
Distressed 

Pearson 
Correlation  

0.400  0.240 0.571 

 Bayes Factor  0.000  0.014 0.000 
Table B.2. Pearson correlation and Bayes factor for each pair of negative emotions across the 

three engagement conditions. 
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Engagement  
(IV) 

Low-arousal 
positive affect 
(DV) 

High-arousal 
positive affect 
(DV) 

Low-arousal 
negative affect 
(DV) 

High-arousal 
negative 
affect (DV) 

More 
engagement  
than 
expected  
 

 
-8.475 
(0.000)** 

 
17.521 
(0.000)** 

 
-2.764 
(0.048)* 

 
-1.750 
(0.123) 

Less 
engagement  
than 
expected 
  

 
-20.201 
(0.000)** 

 
-28.060 
(0.000)** 

 
16.856 
(0.000)** 

 
6.990 
(0.000)** 

* Significant using a 95% credible interval ** Significant using a 99% credible interval 

Table B.3. Unstandardised beta coefficients for the main effect analysis of engagement on emotions  

 

Engagement  
(IV) 
 

Low-arousal 
positive affect 
(DV) 

High-arousal 
positive affect 
(DV) 

Low-arousal 
negative affect 
(DV) 

High-arousal 
negative 
affect (DV) 

More 
engagement  
than 
expected 
 

 
-0.139 
(0.000)** 

 
0.257 
(0.000)** 

 
-0.064  
(0.048)* 

 
-0.048 
(0.123) 

Less 
engagement  
than 
expected 
 

 
-0.332 
(0.000)** 

 
-0.411 
(0.000)** 

 
0.388  
(0.000)** 

 
0.192 
(0.000)** 

* Significant using a 95% credible interval ** Significant using a 99% credible interval  

Table B.4. Standardised beta coefficients for the main effect analysis of engagement on emotions 
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Independent 
variables 

Unstandardised 
Beta  

Coefficients 

Standardised 
Beta Coefficients 

 

Posterior 
P-value 

Level 1 (Within-subject) 
More engagement 
than expected 

0.065 0.028 0.284 

Less engagement 
than expected 

-0.468 -0.198 0.000** 

Low-arousal positive 
affect 

-0.003 -0.074 0.134 

High-arousal positive 
affect 

0.008 0.238 0.002* 

Low-arousal negative 
affect 

-0.003 -0.061 0.228 

High-arousal negative 
affect 

0.004 0.058 0.220 

Usual number of likes -0.023 0.000 0.495 
Usual number of 
comments 

-0.008 0.000 0.499 

Usual posting 
frequency 

-0.012 0.000 0.497 

Gender 0.026 0.000 0.495 
Age 0.001 0.000 0.500 

Level 2 (Between-subject) 
Usual number of likes -0.001 -0.140 0.223 
Usual number of 
comments 

0.004 0.100 0.291 

Usual posting 
frequency 

0.823 0.579 0.000** 

Gender -0.242 -0.058 0.123 
Age                                          0.013 0.053 0.156 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001 

Table B.5.a: Unstandardised and standardised beta coefficients for the main effect analysis on 

posting frequency  
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Independent 
variables 

Unstandardised 
Beta Coefficients 

 

Standardised Beta 
Coefficients 

 

Posterior P-value 

 Level 1 (Within-subject) 
More 
engagement 
than expected 

-0.481 -0.212 0.001* 

Less 
engagement 
than expected 

-0.245 -0.108 0.077 

Low-arousal 
positive affect 

0.000 -0.004 0.480 

High-arousal 
positive affect 

0.002 0.075 0.215 

Low-arousal 
negative affect 

0.010 0.202 0.021* 

High-arousal 
negative affect 

-0.010 -0.167 0.035* 

Usual number of 
likes 

0.012 0.000 0.497 

Usual number of 
comments 

0.014 0.000 0.497 

Usual posting 
frequency 

0.000 0.000 0.500 

Gender 0.010 0.000 0.498 
Age 0.004 0.000 0.499 

 Level 2 (Between-subject) 
Usual number 
of likes 

0.005 0.577 0.001* 

Usual number 
of comments 

-0.015 -0.455 0.018* 

Usual posting 
frequency 

0.078 0.063 0.123 

Gender 0.794 0.224 0.000** 
Age                                          -0.019 -0.089 0.054 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001 

Table B.5.b: Unstandardised and standardised beta coefficients for the main effect analysis on 

content change. 
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Mediators 

Dependent variables 
Posting frequency Content change 

Estimate Posterior  
p-value 

Estimate Posterior 
p-value 

More engagement than expected (independent variable) 
Low-arousal 
positive affect 

0.022 0.135 0.001 0.480 

High-arousal 
positive affect 

0.140 0.002* 0.043 0.215 

Low-arousal 
negative affect 

0.006 0.255 -0.025 0.067 

High-arousal 
negative affect 

-0.004 0.289 0.015 0.149 

Less engagement than expected (independent variable) 
Low-arousal 
positive affect 

0.057 0.134 0.003 0.480 

High-arousal 
positive affect 

-0.227 0.002* -0.069 0.215 

Low-arousal 
negative affect 

-0.055 0.228 0.175 0.021* 

High-arousal 
negative affect 

0.025 0.220 -0.070 0.035* 

* p < 0.05 

Table B.6. Standardised beta coefficients for the indirect effect analysis of engagement on posting 

frequency and content change mediated by emotions.  
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Commentary to Chapter III 

This commentary discusses decisions around the sample size of the study. Whilst existing 

literature provides no straightforward method for power analysis and sample size 

estimation for complex mediation models, the design of the present study has additional 

complications that make it even more difficult to conduct precise power analysis. 

Specifically, the study utilises a within-subject design with four mediators, whilst existing 

literature mostly addresses between-subject models with less than three mediators. 

 

Considering the complexity of the model, I used a variety of available sources to estimate 

the required sample size. Firstly, I used the MedPower web application (Kenny, 2017) to 

estimate the sample size for a single mediation path with power value = .8, alpha = .05, 

and paths a, b, and c’ effect sizes = .2. The power analysis produced an indirect effect of 

0.04, which would require a sample of 250 participants. The remaining paths produced 

the following sample requirements: 193 for a path, 190 for b and c’ paths, and 133 for c 

path. Therefore, the target sample was 250 participants, and the actual sample was 258. 

However, as mentioned in the sample section of the paper, I had to exclude 10 unfinished 

responses from the data analysis, and hence the final sample was 248. It is also important 

to notice that, according to Montoya (2022), within-subject designs for mediation analysis 

generally have up to .3 higher power than between-subject designs. The author also 

demonstrates via Monte Carlo simulation that an average within subject design with 200 

participants can detect an indirect effect size of .15 with a power value of 0.9. 

  

As a next step, I tested the statistically significant mediation paths in the web application 

for Monte Carlo Power Analysis for Indirect Effects with the obtained path coefficients. 

For the mediation of the effects of more engagement than expected on posting frequency 

by high-arousal positive emotion (a = .26, b = .24, c’ = .03), the power value for the study 

sample was .95. For the mediation of the effects of less engagement than expected on 

posting frequency by high-arousal positive emotion (a = -.41, b = .24, c’ = -.2) the power 

value for the study sample was .93. For the mediation of the effects of less engagement 

than expected on content change by low-arousal negative emotion (a = .39, b = .20, c’ = 

-.11), the power value for the study sample was .86. For the mediation of the effects of 

less engagement than expected on content change by high-arousal negative emotion (a = 

.19, b = .17, c’ = -.11), the power value for the study sample was .64. However, when 

tested as part of a model with two parallel mediators, the power values for the indicted 

effects of less engagement than expected on content change decreased to .59 and .44 for 
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the mediation by low-arousal negative and high-arousal negative emotions, respectively. 

Most likely, this power loss occured due to the high correlation between the two 

emotional states (rs(246) = .71, p < .001). The Spearman correlation was calculated in 

IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 26) (IBM Corp., 2019).  

 

Furthermore, I address the issue of the mediation of the effects of less engagement than 

expected on content change by high-arousal and low-arousal negative emotions in the 

paper. Specifically, I clarify that, with regards to the effects of less engagement than 

expected on content change, the indirect effects coefficient for high-arousal negative 

emotions is considerably smaller than for low-arousal negative emotions. (-0.07 and 0.17, 

respectively). Therefore, I conclude that the effects of less engagement than expected on 

content change are predominantly mediated by low-arousal negative emotions rather 

high-arousal negative emotions. With regards to the remaining insignificant mediation 

paths, the mediation coefficients for these paths are low enough to be considered 

negligible (less than 0.07), and hence, I did not pursue any further investigation of these 

mediation paths. 

 

Based on a priori and posterior power analysis presented above, it is reasonable to assume 

that the mediation analysis of the indirect effects of received engagement on posting 

frequency mediated by high-arousal emotions was sufficiently powered to detect the 

identified effects. However, there are several ambiguities with regards to the power 

analysis of the effects of less engagement than expected on content change mediated by 

high-arousal and low-arousal negative emotions. Unfortunately, even after contacting 

Mplus support, my co-authors and I were unable to conduct a more precise power / 

sensitivity analysis via a tailored Monte Carlo simulation due to the computational and 

technical limitations of the available software. We hope that future technological and 

computational developments would accommodate for the complexity of such within-

subject mediation models, and a more straightforward and precise power analysis 

approach would be available for similar future studies.  

 

Despite the ambiguities in the area of power analysis, the results of the present paper 

contribute to the academic knowledge on social media behaviour and provide an 

interesting research direction for future investigations. 
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The findings of both the first and second studies of the present thesis emphasise the 

influence of feedback on photo sharing behaviours. As the outcomes of both papers 

support the notion that received ’likes’ and comments impact what we share and when, it 

is important to understand why people engage with social media posts in the first place.  

 

Therefore, Chapter IV shifts its focus from photo sharing to one of the most important 

factors affecting such behaviour – social engagement. The chapter investigates whether 

people tend to reciprocate ‘likes’, and how emotions and relational closeness shape their 

decisions to ‘like’ or not to ‘like’ other users’ content. The study in Chapter IV draws on 

the social grooming theory, the norm of reciprocity, and the concepts of emotion 

regulation, relational closeness, and tie strength and investigates how the links between 

these concepts and theories shape ‘liking’ behaviours. For this purpose, Chapter IV tests 

three different mediation and moderation models with emotions as mediators and 

relational closeness as a moderator.  

 

The results of Chapter IV identify two distinct ‘liking’ behaviours based on the level of 

relational closeness between individuals. Furthermore, the findings of the study suggest 

that emotions mediate the reciprocation of ‘likes’ (i.e., the behaviour of returning ‘likes’ 

for ‘likes’) but further investigation of this assumption is required. Hence, the findings of 

Chapter IV clarify how emotions, social grooming, reciprocity, and relational closeness 

shape 'liking’ behaviours, and thus contribute to our knowledge of social media 

engagement and feedback.  
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4 To ‘Like’ or Not to ‘Like’?: An Experimental Study on Relational Closeness, 

Social Grooming, Reciprocity, and Emotions in Social Media ‘Liking’.  

 

Abstract  

In this study we conducted a randomised controlled experiment with 201 participants to 

investigate the effects of relationship closeness, emotions, and the receipt of ‘likes’ from 

others on reciprocal liking behaviours. We found that individuals engaged in social 

grooming by giving ‘likes’ to their friends regardless of whether they had received ‘likes’ 

from them before. However, when relationship closeness was low, people tended to 

mirror the behaviours of their acquaintances, reciprocating ‘likes’ for ‘likes’. 

Additionally, high-arousal positive emotions were found to mediate the effects of 

receiving ‘likes’ on the intention to ‘like’ other users’ content. However, this result held 

true only when relational closeness was not accounted for in the model. Hence, our study 

provides an explanatory mechanism for why people give ‘likes’ on social media and what 

specific factors shape their ‘liking’ intentions. The results of our study contribute to the 

existing knowledge of reciprocity, social grooming, emotion regulation, relational 

closeness, and social media ‘liking’ and have implications for social media practitioners 

in the fields of user experience research, social media platform design, and digital 

marketing. 

 

4.1 Introduction 

‘Liking’ digital content has become a routine and commonplace action for many social 

media users, as multiple online platforms embraced ‘likes’ as one of their core 

affordances. Whilst the familiar ‘heart’ and ‘thumbs-up' buttons might seem insignificant, 

the varying and far-reaching effects of ‘likes’ have attracted attention from many different 

areas of research.  

 

Previous studies have mostly treated ‘likes’ as a cause rather than effect. Consequently, 

researchers have investigated the effects of ‘likes’ on self-esteem (Burrow and Rainone, 

2017), selfie-posting (Bell et al., 2018), credibility of commercial profiles (De Vries, 

2019; Seo et al., 2019), women’s social comparison and facial and body dissatisfaction 

(Tiggerman et al., 2018), social media alcohol advertising and alcohol consumption 

(Carrotte et al., 2016), and travel experiences (Sedera et al., 2017).  
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The list above is not exclusive; however, it demonstrates the widespread applicability of 

social media ‘likes’ to various research areas. Yet, while the effects of ‘likes’ have impact 

on many aspects of people's lives, little is known about why users give ‘likes’ in the first 

place. A few studies have attempted to understand what drives people to ‘like’ other 

people’s content. For instance, Hong et al. (2017) found that ‘like’ giving behaviour 

patterns are shaped by users’ demographics, such as age, gender, and education level, and 

personality traits, such as generosity and self-consciousness. Sherman et al. (2016) 

discovered that people tend to 'like’ social media posts with an already existing higher 

‘like’ count. Lee et al. (2016) identified enjoyment, ease, and pleasing others as 

predominant reasons for ‘liking’ behaviours. The authors have also found that those with 

higher self-esteem preferred to give ‘likes ‘for personal enjoyment, whilst those with 

lower self-esteem did so to please others.  

 

Furthermore, Sherman et al. (2018) analysed individuals’ brain activity whilst they were 

using an app designed to mimic Instagram and discovered that giving ‘likes’ activated the 

brain’s reward network. Interestingly, the same brain circuity was found to be implicated 

in the reaction to ‘likes’ received from other users (Sherman et al., 2016). These results 

suggest that the reward mechanisms of both receiving and giving ‘likes’ might be similar 

and thus have similar behavioural and psychological antecedents.  

 

Whilst the above-mentioned studies shed light on what factors influence social media 

‘liking’, it is still unclear what psychological mechanisms make individuals press a ‘heart’ 

button. In order to understand why people give ‘likes’ to others, we are exploring social 

grooming, relationship maintenance, and reciprocity in social media, and the connections 

between ‘likes’, emotions and relational closeness.  

 

4.2 Literature Review  

4.2.1 Social Grooming, Relationship Maintenance, and Reciprocity in Social Media 

‘Liking’ 

4.2.1.1 Social Grooming and the Norm of Reciprocity 

The concept of social grooming derives from observing interactional practices of non-

human primates and is often extrapolated to humans to explain various social behaviours 

aimed at achieving tangible and intangible gains through strengthening relationships with 

others (Dunbar, 1996). Social grooming represents an important element of human 

communication, supported by the evidence that humans start to perform social grooming 
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through flattery from a very early age (e.g., 6 years old) (Fu & Lee, 2007). Furthermore, 

studies of non-human primates show that social grooming follows a norm of reciprocity 

and can be a valuable commodity in itself (Leinfelder, 2001; Newton-Fisher, N., & Lee, 

P. (2011). Generally, the norm of reciprocity constitutes an essential and culturally 

universal part of moral codes and human behaviour (Gouldner, 1960). Reciprocity 

implies returning favourable behaviours and paying others in kind for their good deeds 

and kind actions (Falk & Fischbacher, 2006). Like social grooming, reciprocity underlies 

many behavioural decisions and is aimed at achieving both practical (e.g., mutual 

favours) and communicative (e.g., increased trust) benefits (Molm et al., 2007). In our 

study, we apply the concept of social grooming and the norm of reciprocity to explore 

and investigate factors that regulate social media ‘liking’.  

 

4.2.1.2 Social Grooming and Relationship Maintenance in Social Media 

Social media is commonly used to perform social grooming (Donath, 2007; Tufekci, 

2008), maintain relationships with other people (Dainton, 2013; Vitak, 2014), build social 

capital (Ellison et al., 2007), and form social connections (Joinson, 2008). Contemporary 

social networking sites offer a wide range of communication affordances that allow users 

to stay in touch with friends and acquaintances through simple and low effort actions of 

‘liking’, commenting, messaging, and tagging. Giving and receiving ‘likes’ - the focus of 

our study - constitutes an important part of modern interpersonal communication, as 

individuals often check the numbers of received ‘likes’ as well as who these ‘likes’ came 

from (Hayes et al., 2016). 

 

4.2.1.3 Social Media ‘Likes’ and Reciprocity 

‘Likes’ on social media represent a form of phatic communication (Malinowski, 1972) 

due to their limited informational value (Carr et al., 2016) and are defined as 

paralinguistic digital affordances (PDAs) (Hayes et al., 2016). Despite the vagueness of 

such phatic cues, users assign various meanings to ‘likes’ on social media (Wohn et al., 

2016). ‘Liking’ is not only associated with experiencing and expressing enjoyment from 

seeing good content, but also with conveying public appreciation of the post to both its 

creator and the wider audience (Hayes et al., 2016; Lowe-Calverley and Grieve, 2018). 

Consequently, individuals often utilise ‘likes’ to pay attention and signal 

acknowledgement to other users – the behaviours that can be attributed to social grooming 

on social media (Ellison et al., 2014; Hayes et al., 2016; Kim & Chock, 2015). Whilst 

social media ‘liking’ behaviours can be partly explained by social grooming intentions, 
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they can also be attributed to the norm of reciprocity. Carr et al. (2018) found that when 

individuals give ‘likes’ to other users they also expect to receive ‘likes’ from them later. 

Similarly, Surma (2016) discovered once the first ‘like’ was given by one person to 

another, those individuals tend to perpetually reciprocate ‘likes’ from each other. 

Therefore, it stands to reason that one of the primary factors that drive social media 

‘liking’ might be the norm of reciprocity and social grooming intentions.  

 

Drawing on social grooming theory and the norm of reciprocity, we assume that when a 

social media user receives a ‘like’ from another person, they would return the social 

courtesy by giving a ‘like’ to this person in future. Therefore, we hypothesise that:  

 

H1: Receiving a ‘like’ from a particular person is positively correlated with the intention 

to ‘like’ that person’s subsequent content. 

 

We are also interested in what mechanism underlies the connection between receiving 

and giving a ‘like’. As mentioned before, the results of Sherman et al. (2016) and Sherman 

et al. (2018) studies suggest that similar factors might be implicated in the psychological 

processes of both receiving and giving ‘likes’. As receiving ‘likes’ is frequently 

associated with strong emotional responses, we further aim to explore potential 

associations between ‘liking’ and emotions.  

 

4.2.2 ‘Likes’ and Emotions Through the Lens of Emotion Regulation Model 

4.2.2.1 Emotion Regulation Model  

According to the emotion regulation model (Gross, 1998), emotional responses include 

physiological, experiential, and behavioural reactions to the situation that caused the 

experienced emotions. These reactions allow individuals to modulate and exert control 

over their initial affects transforming them into more desirable emotional states. As such, 

it stands to reason that people take behavioural actions in order to favourably modify their 

emotional responses. Drawing on the emotional regulation model (Gross, 1998), it is safe 

to assume that individuals experience certain emotions after receiving ‘likes’ from other 

people and that these might influence their decisions to ‘like’ the posts of other users as 

part of their emotion regulation process. The empirical evidence that upholds this 

theoretical claim is presented below.  
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4.2.2.2 Emotions and ‘Likes’ 

Receiving ‘likes’ has been found to influence emotional states of social media users. The 

results of Marengo et al. (2021) study showed that receiving ‘likes’ on Facebook 

increased perceived happiness. However, they also found that this relationship was 

mediated by users’ self-esteem. Similarly, Zeil and Moeller (2018) found that receiving 

more ‘likes’ and comments increased users’ happiness and self-esteem. Jackson and 

Luchner (2018) found that individuals with adaptive personality type were more likely to 

experience positive emotions after receiving positive social media feedback, whilst 

individuals with maladaptive personality type were more likely to experience negative 

emotions after receiving negative feedback. Paramboukis et al. (2016) discovered that 

individuals with three different types of narcissism (i.e., a high grandiose/low vulnerable 

type, a high vulnerable/low grandiose group, and a high grandiose/high vulnerable group) 

experienced happiness and elation after receiving considerable social media feedback. 

Interestingly, the authors also found that the absence of feedback elicited negative affect 

in narcissistic individuals with high vulnerability and low grandiosity, whilst negative 

feedback, such as criticism, made them feel defensive. The participants with the high 

vulnerable/low grandiose type of narcissism were also likely to delete their posts if they 

did not receive any social media feedback. However, these effects were not present in the 

individuals with high grandiose narcissism types, who reacted neutrally to both the 

absence of feedback and negative feedback. Stsiampkouskaya et al. (2021) found that 

users experience excitement and enthusiasm after receiving more ‘likes’ and comments 

than expected, and sadness, distress, anger, and frustration after receiving fewer ‘likes’ 

and comments than expected. The authors also found that these emotions resulting from 

social media engagement regulated people’s photo sharing behaviours, such as posting 

frequency and content choice. Furthermore, Poon et al. (2020) found an association 

between a small number of ‘likes’ and negative psychological outcomes, such as feeling 

distressed and experiencing other unpleasant emotions, but this relationship was mediated 

by users’ mindfulness. Lee et al. (2020) studied how teenagers react to feedback on social 

networking sites (SNS) and found that those who received fewer ‘likes’ than their peers 

experienced emotional distress, social rejection, and negative thoughts. Similarly, Li et 

al. (2018) found that female adolescents felt stressed if they did not receive a satisfactory 

number of comments and ‘likes’ on their posted selfies.  

 

To conclude, receiving positive feedback and enough ‘likes’ causes positive emotions, 

whilst receiving negative feedback and an inadequate number of ‘likes’ elicits negative 
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emotions in social media users. There is also evidence that emotions experienced in 

response to social media feedback can affect subsequent behaviours on SNSs (e.g., 

Paramboukis et al., 2016; Stsiampkouskaya et al., 2021). Based on the results of Sherman 

et al. (2016) and Sherman et al. (2018), we predict that emotions might have a similar 

effect on 'liking’. Specifically, we believe that if a user did not receive a ‘like’ from a 

person, they would experience negative emotions and, hence, would not give a ‘like’ to 

this person later. Likewise, if a person received a ‘like’ from another user, they would 

experience positive emotions and, hence, would be likely to return a ‘like’ in future. 

Therefore, we hypothesise that:  

 

H2: Emotions mediate the effects of (not) receiving a ‘like’ on subsequent ‘liking’ 

intention.  

 

However, not all ‘likes’ carry the same weight with a user. Previous research shows that 

relational closeness plays an important role in how users perceive ‘likes’ from others 

(Carr et al., 2016; Hayes et al., 2018; Mattke et al., 2020; Reich et al., 2018; Scissors et 

al., 2016). Therefore, it is important to investigate the connection between relational 

closeness and ‘likes’ prior to making predictions regarding how receiving ‘likes’ might 

shape future ‘liking’ decisions.  

 

4.2.3 The Influence of Relational Closeness and Tie Strength on the Perception of 

‘Likes’ 

4.2.3.1 Relational Closeness and Tie Strength 

Social media studies demonstrate that ‘likes’ differ in their significance to a receiver 

depending on their relational closeness with the person who gave the ‘like’. The concept 

of relational closeness is also widely associated with the concept of tie strength introduced 

by Granovetter (1973). Strong ties represent people we are close with (e.g., friends and 

family), whilst weak ties represent people we are simply familiar with (e.g., 

acquaintances). It is also important to understand the difference between weak ties and 

absent ties, as weak ties imply some degree of recognition, whilst absent ties imply having 

no relationship at all (Granovetter, 1973). 

 

4.2.3.2 Relational Closeness, Tie Strength, and ‘Likes’ 

Previous research shows that relational closeness changes our perception of ‘likes’ on 

social media. For instance, individuals are more likely to click on a link shared on SNS, 
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if they see a ‘like’ from their close friend under the respective post (Mattke et al., 2020). 

Likewise, Scissors et al. (2016) discovered that users assign more value to receiving 

‘likes’ from close friends, partners, and family than to the overall number of received 

‘likes’. Interestingly, Reich et al. (2018) have also found that ‘likes’ from close friends 

have better potential for satisfying the need for belongingness and increasing self-esteem 

than ‘likes’ from acquaintances. However, according to their research, the overall number 

of ‘likes’ received was even more important in achieving the goals of belongingness and 

improved self-esteem than receiving ‘likes’ from close people, which contradicts the 

results of Scissors et al. (2016). Furthermore, Hayes et al. (2018) found that individuals 

experienced social exclusion if they did not receive ‘likes’ from members of their close 

network. Similarly, Carr et al. (2016) studied social support on social media and 

discovered that people interpreted ‘likes’ as the most supportive if they came from close 

friends and other strong ties. Furthermore, Xu et al. (2020) found that individuals often 

feel morally obliged to ‘like’ social media posts of their close contacts. 

 

Following the results of these studies above, we argue that individuals would be more 

likely to reciprocate ‘likes’ from close friends than from acquaintances. We also argue 

that individuals would experience more positive emotions when they receive ‘likes’ from 

strong ties in comparison to weak ties and more negative emotions when they do not 

receive ‘likes’ from strong ties in comparison to weak ties. Moreover, we believe that 

these emotional changes would consequently influence individuals’ ‘liking’ intentions. 

Therefore, we hypothesise that:  

 

H3a: Relational closeness moderates the mediated effects of (not) receiving a ‘like’ on 

subsequent ‘liking’ intention.  

H3b: Relational closeness moderates the direct effects of (not) receiving a ‘like’ on 

subsequent ‘liking’ intention.  

 

4.2.4 Research Model  

Despite the widespread and ever-present opportunities to appreciate and acknowledge 

social media content through pressing a ‘like’ button, little is known about the factors that 

influence users’ decisions to give or not to give ‘likes’. Our study investigates whether 

people tend to return ‘likes’ for ‘likes’, and what determinants might affect their 

respective decisions. Based on existing literature, we hypothesised that receiving a ‘like’ 

from a person would increase individuals’ intention to return the courtesy of ‘like’ in 
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future as part of social grooming and relationship maintenance process (H1). 

Furthermore, we assumed that individuals would experience positive emotions after 

receiving a ‘like’ and negative emotions after not receiving a ‘like’, and that the resulting 

affects would have impact on users’ future ‘liking’ intentions (H2). Finally, we also 

hypothesised that relational closeness and tie strength would influence people’s decisions 

to reciprocate ‘likes’ from other users. Specifically, we assumed that receiving a ‘like’ 

from a close person rather than an acquaintance would lead to more positive emotions 

(H3a) and a higher ‘liking’ intention (H3a; H3b), whilst not receiving a ‘like’ from a close 

person in comparison to acquaintance would lead to more negative emotions (H3a) and a 

lower ‘liking’ intention (H3a; H3b).  

 

We explored our hypotheses in the following three conceptual models: simple mediation, 

first-level moderated mediation, and mediation and moderation model (see Figures 4.1 

and 4.2).  

 

 
Figure 4.1. Simple parallel mediation of the effects of Receiving a ‘like’ on the Intention to ‘like’ 

by Emotions.  

Emotions (M)

Receiving a ‘like’ (X) Intention to ‘like’ (Y)
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Figure 4.2. First stage moderated mediation of the effects of Receiving a ‘like’ on the Intention 

to ‘like’ with Emotions as a mediator and Relational closeness (both dotted and dashed lines) as 

a moderator. This diagram also illustrates mediation and moderation of the effects of Receiving 

a ‘like’ on the Intention to ‘like’ with Emotions as a mediator and Relational closeness (dashed 

line) as a moderator. 

 

 

4.3 Method 

4.3.1 Participants 

Participants were recruited via Prolific website (Prolific.ac, n.d.) based on two main 

criteria: (1) using Instagram on a regular basis and (2) residing in one of the following 

English-speaking countries – United Kingdom, United States, Ireland, Australia, Canada, 

and New Zealand. The overall number of recruited participants was 222. However, 21 

participants recalled their consent during the experiment and did not complete the study. 

Therefore, their data was deleted, and the final number of participants constituted 201. 

The demographic data was obtained via Prolific’s participants database. The sample 

consisted of 143 women (71.1%) and 57 men (28.4%), with gender-related data 

unavailable for 1 participant (0.5%). Mage = 30.35, SD = 9.16. Sixty eight percent of 

participants stated their nationality as United Kingdom nationals, 8% as Irish nationals, 

and 8% as United States nationals, whilst the remaining 17.8% included nationals from 

21 countries, with nationality-related data being unavailable for 1 participant. The 

Receiving a ‘like’ (X) Intention to ‘like’ (Y)

Emotions (M)

Relational closeness (W)
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average survey completion time was 2 minutes 41 seconds, and participants were paid 

£0.63 for completing the study, which represents an hourly rate of £14/hr. All payments 

were handled by Prolific, and there was no direct contact between participants and the 

authors of this study. 

 

4.3.2 Materials and Procedure 

4.3.2.1 Experimental Approach 

To explore whether individuals tend to reciprocate ‘likes’ from other users, and what role 

emotions and relational closeness play in the respective process, we designed a 2 

(Friends/Acquaintances) x 2 (‘Like’ received /’Like’ not received) online experiment 

imitating the ‘liking’ process on Instagram.  

 

4.3.2.2 Experimental Conditions 

Upon entering the study, participants were presented with an information sheet and a 

consent form. Once the consent was given, participants were randomly allocated to one 

of the following experimental conditions: ‘Friends’ or ‘Acquaintances’.  

 

In the ‘Friends’ condition, participants were asked to provide the first name of a close 

friend they followed on Instagram and who followed them back. Only first names were 

collected, as participants were instructed not to add any surnames. The names provided 

were used to ensure the ecological validity of the experiment and were not applied to data 

analysis. Similarly, in the ‘Acquaintances’ condition, participants were asked to provide 

the first name of an acquaintance they followed on Instagram and who followed them 

back. In both conditions participants were asked to indicate their relational closeness with 

the chosen person using a scale from 0 to 100 (0 being ‘Not close at all’ and 100 being 

‘Extremely close’).  

 

4.3.2.3 Experimental Procedure 

During the following stage of the experiment, the participants were offered a randomised 

choice of three photos and asked to select one that they would post on their Instagram. 

The chosen photos had no bearing on the results of the experiment. The selection stage 

was added to increase participants’ engagement with the study and improve their 

emotional investment in the fictitious scenario.  
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After the choice was made, the selected photo was presented again, together with the 

message notifying participants whether they received a ‘like’ from their designated friend 

or acquaintance. At this stage, participants were randomly allocated to one of the 

following conditions: receiving a ‘like’ or not receiving a ‘like’. Furthermore, participants 

were asked to assess their emotional reaction to received feedback using sliders for eight 

randomised emotions (Calm, At ease, Excited, Enthusiastic, Angry, Frustrated, Sad, and 

Depressed).  

 

At the final stage of the experiments, participants were shown a photo that was 

aesthetically similar to the one they posted. Participants were instructed that this photo 

was posted by their designated friend or acquaintance. Subsequently, they were asked to 

estimate their intention to ‘like’ the photo using a slider from 0 to 100 (0 being ‘I 

definitely would not give it a like’ and 100 being ‘I definitely would give it a like’). 

 

4.3.3 Measurers 

4.3.3.1 Receiving a ‘Like’ 

Receiving a ‘like’ was measured as a dichotomous variable and coded as 0 and 1. Zero 

represented the experimental condition of not receiving a ‘like’ by a participant, whilst 1 

represented the experimental condition of receiving a ‘like’ by a participant.  

 

4.3.3.2 Relational Closeness 

Relational closeness was measured on a continuous slider scale ranging from 0 to 100. 

Participants were asked to indicate how close they were with their chosen person. The 

scale incorporated 5 reference points: 0 - ‘Not close at all’, 25 - ‘Somewhat close’, 50 - 

‘Moderately close’, 75 - ‘Very close’, and 100 - ‘Extremely close’.  

 

4.3.3.3 Emotions 

Emotions were measured as eight separate affects: calm, at easy, excited, enthusiastic, 

sad, depressed, angry, frustrated. Each emotion was measured on a continuous slider scale 

ranging from 0 to 100. Participants were asked to indicate to what extent they experienced 

those emotions after seeing the feedback. The scale incorporated 5 reference points: 0 - 

Very Slightly or Not at all, 25 - A Little, 50 - Moderately, 75 - Quite a bit, 100 – 

Extremely. Once the data was collected, each corresponding pair of emotions (i.e., calm 

and at ease, excited and enthusiastic, sad and depressed, and angry and frustrated) were 

mean collapsed into four respective affects (i.e., low-arousal positive (LAP), high-arousal 
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positive (HAP), low-arousal negative (LAN), and high-arousal negative (HAN)) based 

on the circumplex model of affect (Russel, 1980). 

 

4.3.3.4 Intention to ‘Like’ 

Intention to ‘like’ was measured on a continuous slider scale ranging from 0 to 100. 

Participants were asked to indicate how likely they would be to ‘like’ the photo posted 

by their chosen person. The scale incorporated 5 reference points: 0 - ‘I definitely would 

not give it a like’, 25 - ‘I probably would not give it a like’, 50 - ‘I might give it a like’, 

75 - ‘I probably would give it a like’, and 100 - ‘I definitely would give it a like’. 

 

4.4 Results  

4.4.1 Missing Values and Expected Maximisation Imputation 

Three missing values within the Relational closeness variable have been identified in the 

dataset. All three participants belonged to the same experimental group of Acquaintances. 

Hence, the missing values ratio is 1.5% for the whole dataset (201 entries) and 3% for the 

Acquaintances experimental condition. No missing values were found in the Friends 

experimental condition.  

 

It is possible that these three participants did not change the positioning of the indicator 

on the Relational closeness slider because the level of relational closeness between them 

and their named acquaintances was at 0 (i.e., not close at all), which was the indicator’s 

default position. However, this assumption cannot be confirmed, as the missing values 

indicate that these participants did not interact with the slider at all. For instance, those 

individuals who clicked on the indicator and left it at 0, returned a value of ‘0’ rather than 

a missing value in the Relational closeness variable. Therefore, we assumed that the 

values were missing at random (MAR) within the Acquaintances condition. 

Consequently, we filtered the data by the experimental condition and selected only those 

entries that belonged to the Acquaintances group. Furthermore, we applied the Expected 

Maximisation (EM) approach to impute the missing variables based on the eight 

emotional variables (i.e., calm, at ease, excited, enthusiastic, excited, sad, depressed, 

angry, and distressed), the Intention to ‘like’ variable, and the Acquaintances filter. The 

imputed values were treated as actually obtained values in further analysis.  
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4.4.2 Primary Analysis: Spearman Rank Correlation 

Prior to testing our mediation models, we explored the correlations between study 

variables. As the data in our study is non-parametric, we used Spearman rank correlation 

to test the relationships between variables. The results are presented in the Table 4.1.  

 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Receiving 

a ‘like’ 

0.49 0.50       

2. Intention 

to ‘like’ 

78.78 25.77 .26**      

3. Relational 

closeness 

56.13 38.34 .01 .46**     

4. HAP 30.57 28.71 .49** .31** .15*    

5. LAP 66.74 29.94 -.14* .12 .01 .09   

6. LAN 5.11 11.04 -.43** -.27** .00 -.15* -.20**  

7. HAN 3.56 7.77 -.30** -.18** .02 -.06 -.18* .79** 

*p < 0.05 ** p < 0.01 
Table 4.1. Spearman rank correlation matrix for study variables, including coefficients, 

statistical significance, means and standard deviation. 

 

The results of Pearson’s bivariate correlation demonstrated that the intention to ‘like’ was 

positively associated with receiving a ‘like’ (rs(199) = .26, p < .001), relational closeness 

(rs(199) = .46, p < .001), and high-arousal positive emotions (rs(199) = .31, p < .001) and 

negatively associated with low-arousal negative emotions (rs(199) = -.27, p < .001) and 

high-arousal negative emotions (rs(199) = -.18, p = .010). As low-arousal positive 

emotions had no significant association with the intention to ‘like’ (rs(199) = .12, p = 

.090), they were excluded from further analysis.  

 

Receiving a ‘like’ was also positively associated with high-arousal positive emotions 

(rs(199) = .49, p < .001) and negatively associated with low-arousal negative emotions 

(rs(199) = -.43, p < .001) and high-arousal negative emotions (rs(199) = -.30, p < .001). 

Furthermore, relational closeness was positively associated with high-arousal positive 

emotions (rs(199) = .15, p = .028).  
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Based on these results, we have transformed our simple mediation model to a parallel 

mediation model with three emotional mediators: high-arousal positive affect, low-

arousal negative affect, and high-arousal negative affect.  

 

Moreover, as we found a positive correlation between receiving a ‘like’ and the intention 

to ‘like’, H1 was confirmed.  

 

4.4.3 Simple Mediation Model with Three Parallel Mediators 

To analyse the relationships between correlated variables further, we performed simple 

mediation analysis with three parallel mediators. The analysis was based on 5000 

bootstrapped samples and included Receiving a ‘like’ as an independent variable (X), 

Intention to ‘like’ as a dependent variable (Y), and HAP (M1), LAN (M2), and HAN 

(M3) as mediators. Moreover, in order to compute standardised coefficients, we 

transformed the raw values of the variables into z-scores. The analysis was conducted 

using Model 4 of the PROCESS macro extension (Version 3.5) in IBM SPSS Statistics 

(Version 26) (IBM Corp., 2019). The results of the analysis are demonstrated in Figure 

4.3 and Table 4.2.  

 

As demonstrated in Figure 4.3, receiving a ‘like’ led to a large increase in high-arousal 

positive emotions (β = .96, 95% CI [0.71; 1.20]) and a decrease in low-arousal negative 

emotions (β = -.63, 95% CI [-0.90; -0.37]) and high-arousal negative emotions (β = -.40, 

95% CI [-0.67; -0.12]). However, only high-arousal positive emotions had a significant 

impact on participants’ intention to ‘like’ another person’s content (β = .23, 95%CI [0.08; 

0.38]), whilst the impact of low-arousal negative emotions and high-arousal negative 

emotions on participants’ intention to ‘like’ was not significant (β = -.13, 95% CI [-0.31; 

0.04] and β = .05, 95% CI [-0.12; 0.23]. The direct effect of receiving a ‘like’ on the 

intention to ‘like’ was not significant (β = .20, 95%CI [-0.11; 0.52]), whilst the total effect 

was significant (β = .48, 95%CI [0.21; 0.75]).  
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*Significance at 95% confidence interval ** Significance at 99% confidence interval 

Figure 4.3. Standardised coefficients and statistical significance of the direct effects and total 

effect (in brackets) of the simple mediation model with three parallel mediators.  

 

Moderators  β SE LLCI ULCI 

Total mediated effect (M1+M2+M3) .28 .10 .09 .49 

HAP (M1) .22 .08 .07 .40 

LAN (M2) .08 .07 -.07 .20 

HAN (M3) -.02 .05 -.10 .09 

Table 4.2. Standardised coefficients, standard error, and confidence intervals for the indirect 

effects of the simple mediation model with three parallel mediators.  

 

The results of the indirect effects analysis (Table 4.2) revealed a significant total mediated 

effect of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’. However, only the indirect effect of 

receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ mediated by high-arousal positive emotions 

was significant. As the indirect effects of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ 

LAN (M2)
Low-arousal negative 

emotions

HAP (M1)
High-arousal positive 

emotions

Receiving a ‘like’ (X) Intention to ‘like’ (Y)

.96** .23**

.05

-.13

.20 (.48**)

HAN (M3)
High-arousal negative 

emotions

-.40**

-.63**
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mediated by low-arousal negative emotions and high-arousal negative emotions were not 

significant, these affects were excluded from our further analysis. 

 

Therefore, we concluded that high-arousal positive emotions mediated the effects of 

receiving a ‘like’ from a user on the intention to subsequently ‘like’ this user’ content, 

and thus, H2 was confirmed.  

 

4.4.4 First Stage Moderated Mediation Model  

To understand the role of relational closeness in the established mediation model, we have 

added relational closeness as a moderator variable and conducted first stage moderated 

mediation analysis. The analysis was based on 5000 bootstrapped samples and included 

Receiving a ‘like’ as an independent variable (X), Intention to ‘like’ as a dependent 

variable (Y), HAP (M) as a mediator, and Relational closeness as a moderator (W). The 

analysis was conducted using Model 8 of the PROCESS macro extension (Version 3.5) 

in SPSS (Version 26) (IBM Corp., 2019). 

 

 
*Significance at 95% confidence interval ** Significance at 99% confidence interval 

Figure 4.4. Standardised coefficients and statistical significance of the direct effects of the 

moderated mediation model. 

 

Receiving a ‘like’ (X) Intention to ‘like’ (Y)

HAP (M)

Relational closeness (W)

.59**

.96** .14*

.28*

.34*

-.34**
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According to the results of our analysis, receiving a ‘like’ had both a significant direct 

effect (β = .96, 95%CI [0.72; 1.19]) and a significant moderated effect (β = .28, 95%CI 

[0.04; 0.51]) on high-arousal positive emotions. The conditional effects of ‘receiving a 

‘like’ on high-arousal positive emotions at 16th, 50th, and 84th percentile of relational 

closeness are presented in Table 4.3.  

 

Closeness β SE t p LLCI ULCI 

10 0.62 .19 3.3 0.001 0.25 0.99 

68 1.04 .12 8.3 0.000 0.79 1.29 

100 1.27 .18 7.0 0.000 0.91 1.63 

Table 4.3. Conditional effects of ‘receiving a ‘like’ on high-arousal positive emotions at 16th, 

50th, and 84th percentile of relational closeness.   

 

As demonstrated in Table 4.3, the moderated effects of receiving a ‘like’ on high-arousal 

positive emotions are significant at all identified levels of relational closeness. However, 

β values for 50th and 84th percentiles are larger than 1, which suggests multicollinearity 

between variables. The problem of multicollinearity has not been investigated further, as 

the index of moderated mediation was not significant (β = .04, 95%CI [-0.00; 0.11], thus 

providing no evidence to support the assumption of moderated mediation. Furthermore, 

the effect of high-arousal positive emotions on the intention to ‘like’ was small despite 

its statistical significance (β = .14, 95% CI [0.00; 0.28]). Therefore, H3a was not 

supported.  

 

We have also found a significant direct effect (β = .34, 95%CI [0.07; 0.62]) and a 

significant moderated effect (β = -.34, 95%CI [-0.57; -0.10]) of receiving a ‘like’ on the 

intention to ‘like’. The conditional effects of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ 

at 16th, 50th, and 84th percentile of relational closeness are presented in Table 4.4. 

 

Closeness β SE t p LLCI ULCI 

10 .75 .19 3.9 0.000 0.37 1.13 

68 .24 .14 1.7 0.099 -0.05 0.53 

100 -.04 .20 -0.2 0.847 -0.44 0.36 

Table 4.4. Conditional effects of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ at 16th, 50th, and 84th 

percentile of relational closeness. 
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According to the results demonstrated in the Table 4.4, relational closeness moderated 

the effects of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ only at low levels of relational 

closeness. Furthermore, relational closeness was found to have a significant direct effect 

on the intention to ‘like’ (β = .59, 95%CI [0.42; 0.76]). Therefore, H3b was supported.  

 

Hence, we have not found evidence to support the assumption of moderated mediation, 

but instead we found a conditional effect of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ 

moderated by relational closeness. Additionally, the results of moderation and mediation 

model (Model 5 of the PROCESS macro extension (Version 3.5) in SPSS (Version 26) 

(IBM Corp., 2019)) indicated than emotional mediation did not occur (β = .14, 95%CI [-

0.01; 0.31], when relational closeness was added a moderator to the model. 

 
4.5 Discussion  

4.5.1 Social Grooming and Relationship Maintenance 

The aim of this study was to understand the effects of receiving a ‘like’, emotions, and 

relational closeness on the intention to ‘like’ other users’ content. We found that when 

individuals received ‘likes’ from other people, they were more likely to give ‘likes’ back 

to those people in future. In other words, when an Instagram user Jane sees a post created 

by another user Kate, Jane would be more inclined to ‘like’ Kate’s post, if she received a 

‘like’ from Kate before. This ‘like’ for ‘like’ exchange upholds the idea of social media 

‘liking’ as a form of social grooming and relationship maintenance on social media 

(Dainton, 2013; Donath, 2007; Ellison et al., 2007; Joinson, 2008; Vitak, 2014), as it 

represents ongoing implicit communication between two acquainted users.  

 

4.5.2 Emotional Mediation of Social Media ‘Liking’ 

We have also found that high-arousal positive and low-arousal negative emotions were 

associated with 'liking’ behaviour on social media. Based on the previous studies that 

showed how receiving social media feedback evoked different emotional states (e.g., 

Jackson and Luchner, 2018; Marengo et al., 2021; Zeil and Moeller, 2018), and how these 

states influenced social media behaviour (e.g., Paramboukis et al., 2016; 

Stsiampkouskaya et al., 2021), we decided to test an emotional mediation model.  

 

The outcomes of our model demonstrated that excitement and enthusiasm underpinned 

users’ decisions to reciprocate ‘likes’. Our results suggest that receiving a ‘like’ from 

another user leads to a significant increase in high-arousal positive emotions, which in 
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turn incentivises individuals to return the courtesy of ‘like’ in future. There are four 

possible explanations for this behaviour. Firstly, Sherman et al. (2018) found that both 

actions of receiving and giving ‘likes’ activate the same reward network in a human brain. 

Therefore, it is possible that people experience the same excitement when they give 

‘likes’ as when they receive them. Secondly, it is also possible that users, who feel 

enthusiastic after receiving a ‘like’ from another person, want to share emotions and repay 

in kind by 'liking’ that person’s posts in future. Thirdly, if a ‘like’ from another individual 

causes a person experience high-arousal positive emotions, they might form a more 

favorable opinion of that individual, and, as a result, they would be more inclined to 'like’ 

that person’s content in future. Finally, drawing on emotion regulation model (Gross, 

1998), users might identify receiving a ‘like’ as the source of their excitement and act 

accordingly (either consciously or unconsciously) by reciprocating ‘likes’ and 

establishing mutual ‘liking’ patterns with other users that would result in continuous 

experience of enthusiasm and other high-arousal positive emotions.  

 

4.5.3 Relation Closeness as the Ultimate Factor of 'Liking’ Behaviour 

In order to understand what role relational closeness plays in 'liking’ behaviour, we have 

conducted first stage moderated mediation analysis, followed by mediation and 

moderation analysis. We have found that relational closeness did not moderate the 

emotion-based mediation of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’. Furthermore, we 

discovered that emotional mediation did not occur at all when relational closeness was 

accounted for in the model.  

 

Interestingly, we found that relational closeness moderated the direct effects of receiving 

a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’. Specifically, we identified the importance of receiving 

a ‘like’ from acquaintances. The results of our models suggest that, for high levels of 

relational closeness, receiving a ‘like’ has no bearing on the intention to ‘like’ friends’ 

photos. Specifically, individuals tend to give ‘likes’ to their friends and other close ones 

irregardless of whether they received a ‘like’ from them before. This finding also supports 

the idea of social grooming, whereby individuals employ ‘like’ giving to establish and 

maintain relationships with significant others, even when if this behaviour is not always 

reciprocated. However, we have also discovered that receiving a ‘like’ plays an important 

role in individuals’ decisions to ‘like’ the posts of acquaintances. In other words, when 

two users follow each other on social media but are not very close, their decisions to ‘like’ 

each other’s content significantly depend on reciprocity. The relationships between 
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acquaintances on social media represent a more equal and balanced exchange of ‘likes’, 

with users returning the ‘liking’ courtesy to those who 'liked’ their content before. To put 

it simply, when a user sees content from their close person, they tend to ‘like’ it anyway, 

possibly for the reasons of social grooming and relationship maintenance. However, when 

an individual sees a post created by their acquaintance (i.e., someone they know and 

follow but are not close with), their ‘liking’ decision depends considerably on whether 

they received a ‘like’ from this acquaintance before. If this person received a ‘like’ from 

their acquaintance earlier, they would be likely to reciprocate it now, whilst the opposite 

also holds true. If this user did not receive a ‘like’ from their acquaintance before, they 

would probably skip the post without ‘liking’ it.  

 

4.5.4 Theoretical Contributions  

The results of our study contribute to our understanding of the social grooming theory 

(Dunbar, 1996), the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960), the concept of tie strength 

(Granovetter, 1973), and the emotion regulation model (Gross, 1998) with regards to 

social media ‘liking’ behaviours. According to our findings, users engage in social 

grooming through reciprocating ‘likes’ on social media.  

 

Furthermore, we explored the applicability of emotion regulation model to social media 

‘liking’ via testing our emotional mediation model. We found that high-arousal positive 

emotions mediate the relationship between receiving a ‘like’ and the intention to ‘like’ in 

return. Specifically, we discovered that people tend to experience excitement and 

enthusiasm after receiving ‘likes’ from other users, and that these emotions positively 

influenced individuals’ intention to reciprocate ‘likes’ in future. However, emotional 

mediation happened only when relational closeness was not accounted for in the model. 

Therefore, whilst our findings demonstrate the possibility of affects regulating social 

media ‘liking’ behaviours, we do not have enough evidence to identify emotions as the 

main incentives that drive decisions to give ‘likes’ to other users. 

 

We have also clarified the role of relational closeness in social media ‘liking’ behaviours 

and its relevance to the norm of reciprocity and social grooming. Whilst these two 

concepts seem to overlap, the outcomes of our study suggest that social grooming and 

reciprocity motivations take precedence based on the relational closeness between 

individuals. Our results show that people tend to give ‘likes’ to their friends and close 

persons regardless of whether they received ‘likes’ from them before. This ‘liking’ 
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generosity upholds the idea of social grooming, as ‘likes’ can be seen as attention and 

courtesy paid to other users to maintain relationships with them. Therefore, it can be 

concluded that social grooming by ‘likes’ mostly occurs when users already share a strong 

tie.  

 

We have also discovered that reciprocity motivation prevails with weak ties. When people 

have low levels of relational closeness, they tend to give ‘likes’ to their acquaintances 

only if they received a ‘like’ from them before. Such a relationship represents a more 

equal and balanced exchange of social media feedback. It can be argued that in this case 

people care less about social grooming and are mostly driven by reciprocity. Giving 

‘likes’ to one’s weak ties could be explained as simply returning kindness for kindness, 

with less stress on relationship maintenance.  

 

Overall, we found that high-arousal positive emotions mediate the reciprocation of ‘likes’ 

on social media, which can be attributed to the process of emotion regulation as well as 

to the reward network activation in human brains. However, we have also discovered that 

adding relational closeness as a factor to our mediation model negated the emotional 

mediation results, suggesting the overarching importance of tie strength over emotions in 

'liking’ behaviours. Furthermore, the outcomes of our study suggest that individuals 

engage in social grooming through indiscriminative ‘liking’ of their friends’ content. 

However, with regards to acquaintances, people are mostly driven by the norm of 

reciprocity and tend to return ‘likes’ for 'likes’.  

 

4.5.5 Implications for Social Media Practitioners  

The results of our study have implications for digital marketing and user experience 

design. Our findings can be applied to develop effective strategies for increasing 

engagement on social networking sites. 

 

In terms of digital marketing, users can improve their ‘like’ counts through triggering 

either the norm of reciprocity or social grooming motivations in their followers. For 

smaller accounts and micro-influencers activating reciprocity could be a good strategy 

for growing their following and developing their brands. If they not only followed other 

users but also engaged with their content via ‘likes’, it would increase their chances of 

receiving ‘likes’ back. Such interactions could even result in more meaningful 

communication between business accounts and users and, hence, evoke genuine interest 
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in brands’ or influencers’ content when compared to a more common and less personal 

‘follow-for-follow' approach.  

 

With regard to larger accounts and more established brands, it would be beneficial to 

increase perceived relational closeness between them and their audience. By making their 

interaction strategies more personal, these accounts could achieve the appearance of 

having strong ties with their followers. Based on the outcomes of our study, the feeling 

of relational closeness would make individuals engage in social grooming by ‘likes’, even 

if there are no expectations of 'liking’ reciprocity or any other tangible results.  

 

In terms of user experience design, both the norm of reciprocity and the concept of social 

grooming can be employed to improve users’ engagement on social media. Our results 

imply that users give ‘likes’ to maintain relationships with their friends and close ones. 

Thus, their activity on social networking sites could be increased with the provision of 

additional functions. Using Instagram as an example, one possible solution would be to 

provide an opportunity to set alerts on the accounts of one’s close persons in the same 

way the application allows to mute other users. In this case, a person would be notified 

when their friends posted something new. This would ensure that people do not miss any 

content from their close ones, which, in turn, would increase interactions on social media. 

Another idea would be to let individuals set their own feed preferences. Currently, 

exposure to other users’ posts is controlled by the Instagram algorithm. With the ability 

to prioritise friends’ posts, both users’ satisfaction and feedback provision (including 

‘likes’) would increase, resulting in a favourable attitude towards the social network.  

 

The norm of reciprocity could also be effectively applied to create an upsurge in 

communication between acquaintances. The results of our study suggest that people 

mimic each other’s behaviour and return ‘likes’ for ‘likes’ when relational closeness 

between them is low. Consequently, social media could improve their users’ engagement 

by providing updates on their most frequent ‘likers’. For instance, if an individual is 

notified that their acquaintance ‘liked’ their ten recent posts, they would be more likely 

to reciprocate ‘likes’ to this person in future. Another way to improve interactions and 

facilitate connections between individuals would be to highlight common information 

about users in order to increase their perceived closeness – a technique some social 

networks already implement (e.g., LinkedIn). Notifications, such as “You and user X 

have both visited place Y” (based on tagged Instagram locations), and “You and user X 
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have both ‘liked’ person’s Y ten latest posts” could foster relationships between users and 

increase the likelihood of social grooming though ‘likes’.  

 

4.5.6 Limitations and Future Research 

The results of this study should be considered in light of its limitations. The first limitation 

lies in the study’s experimental nature. Whilst we isolated and replicated the process of 

‘liking’ on social media, it is important to understand how other factors, such as the time 

between posts and photo aesthetics, influence decisions to give ‘likes’. In order to 

improve our understanding of ‘likes’ reciprocation, it would be necessary either to build 

upon our experimental procedure by adding new variables, or by testing our conceptual 

model on the real-world data.  

 

Our second limitation is the underexplored assumption of reciprocity. In this study, we 

looked at mutual social media ‘liking’ as reciprocal behaviour based on the common 

notion of reciprocity. However, we did not apply any scales or established measurements 

to identify to which extent the norm of reciprocity is activated in individuals when they 

receive and return ‘likes’. Therefore, future studies could explore the reciprocity of 

‘liking’ in more detail through the application of reciprocity scales and measurements to 

different stages of social media ‘liking’.  

 

Thirdly, our study relies on self-reported measures, particularly with regards to emotions. 

Participants evaluated their affects after (not) receiving ‘likes’ but before assessing their 

‘liking’ intention. Whilst using self-reported measures is a common practice in online 

experimental procedures, it would be beneficial for future research to apply other methods 

of identifying emotional states. For instance, facial expressions, brain activity, and heart 

rate analysis could be used to capture participants’ emotions after (not) receiving ‘likes’ 

and whilst making a decision to ‘like’ or not to ‘like’ other users’ content.  

 

4.6 Conclusion  

In this paper we studied the factors that influenced social media users’ decisions to ‘like’ 

other people’s content. We explored the roles of reciprocity, social grooming, tie strength, 

and emotion regulation in the process of social media ‘liking’. For this purpose, we 

conducted an online experiment investigating under which circumstances individuals 

were likely to return ‘likes’ for ‘likes’. The results of our study demonstrated that users 

reciprocated ‘likes’, and that this process was mediated by high-arousal positive 
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emotions. Furthermore, we identified the overarching importance of relational closeness, 

the addition of which to the model negated the results of emotional mediation. 

Specifically, we found that users performed social grooming through indiscriminative 

‘liking’ of their friends’ content. That is to say, participants tended to give ‘likes’ to their 

close persons regardless of whether they had received a ‘like’ from them before. On the 

other hand, individuals were inclined to mirror the ‘liking’ behaviours of their 

acquaintances, reciprocating ‘likes’ for ‘likes’ and ignoring the posts of those users who 

had not given them a ‘like’ before. These findings expand our understanding of the norm 

of reciprocity, social grooming, tie strength, and emotion regulation with regard to social 

media ‘liking’ behaviours. The outcomes of our study also contribute to the practical 

fields of user experience research, social media platform design, and digital marketing, 

as they provide insights that could be applied to facilitate users’ social media engagement 

and develop successful online communication and interaction strategies.   
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Commentary to Chapter IV 

This commentary discusses decisions around the sample size of the present study. The 

study utilises a between-subject moderated mediation design, and the current preferred 

approach for conducting power analysis for complex mediation models is the Monte 

Carlo simulation. However, the simulation requires setting up expected values of the 

model, which are usually derived from a pilot study. 

 

As moderated mediation analysis often starts with estimating correlation between 

variables, I conducted power analysis for Spearman rank-order correlation (significance 

level = .05, correlation parameter = .2, power value = .8), which returned a sample size 

of 198 for small effect size detection. Therefore, the intended sample was 200, and the 

actual sample was 201.  

 

Once the data from the sample was obtained, the next step was to run a Monte Carlo 

simulation with empirical values. With the help of a colleague Dr Carl-Philip Ahlbom 

(see acknowledgments), I obtained the power values for the simple mediation with 

multiple mediators model and the moderated mediation model by running a simulation 

with replicated empirical values in Mplus. The power values for the models are presented 

in the tables below. 

 

Path Coefficient  Power value  

The direct effect of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ .20 .24 

The direct effect of high-arousal positive emotions on the 

intention to ‘like’ 

.23 .83 

The direct effect of low-arousal negative emotions on the 

intention to ‘like’ 

-.13 .47 

The direct effect of high-arousal negative emotions on the 

intention to ‘like’ 

.05 .12 

The direct effect of receiving a ‘like’ on high-arousal positive 

emotions  

.96 1.00 

The direct effect of receiving a ‘like’ on low-arousal negative 

emotions 

-.63 .99 

The direct effect of receiving a ‘like’ on high-arousal negative 

emotions 

-.40 .82 

The total effect of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ .48 .93 
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The total indirect effect of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to 

‘like’ 

.28 .82 

The indirect effect of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ 

mediated by high-arousal positive emotions 

.22 .80 

The indirect effect of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ 

mediated by low-arousal negative emotions 

.08 .37 

The indirect effect of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ 

mediated by high-arousal negative emotions  

-.02 .03 

Table 4.5. The coefficients and power values for the simple mediation with multiple mediators 

model. 

 

The simple mediation with multiple mediators model identified a significant indirect 

effect of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ mediated by high-arousal positive 

emotions. As the results of the power analysis above demonstrate, all sub-paths of the 

respective mediation path were sufficiently powered to detect the outlined effect.  

 

Notably, there was not enough statistical power to detect the indirect effects of receiving 

a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ mediated by low-arousal and high-arousal negative 

emotions. However, the effect sizes for these mediation paths were negligible (.08 and -

.02, respectively), and thus I did not pursue further investigation into these effects.  

 

Path Coefficient  Power value  

The direct effect of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ .34 .71 

The direct effect of high-arousal positive emotions on the 

intention to ‘like’ 

.14 .54 

The direct effect of relational closeness on the intention to ‘like’ .59 1.00 

The effect of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ 

moderated by relational closeness 

-.34 .97 

The direct effect of receiving a ‘like’ on high-arousal positive 

emotions 

.96 1.00 

The effect of receiving a ‘like’ on high-arousal positive 

emotions moderated by relational closeness 

.28 .90 

The indirect effect of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ 

mediated by high-arousal negative emotions and moderated by 

relational closeness 

.04 .26 

Table 4.6. The coefficients and power values for the moderated mediation model. 
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The moderated mediation model discovered the importance of receiving a ‘like’ and 

relational closeness in users’ intention to ‘like’ social media content. As evident from the 

table above, both the direct effect of relational closeness and the effect of receiving a 

‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ moderated by relational closeness have high power values 

(1.00 and .97, respectively). Therefore, we can conclude that the moderation analysis was 

sufficiently powered to detect the outlined effects.  

 

Furthermore, both the direct effect of receiving a ‘like’ on high-arousal positive emotions 

and the effect of receiving a ‘like’ on high-arousal positive emotions moderated by 

relational closeness also had high power values (1.00 and .90, respectively). However, 

the direct effect of high-arousal positive emotions on the intention to ‘like’ and the 

indirect effect of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ mediated by high-arousal 

negative emotions and moderated by relational closeness were insufficiently powered to 

detect the outlined effects (.54 and .26, respectively). As both effects had small to 

negligible coefficients (.14 and .04, respectively) and due to the doctoral research budget 

constraints, I decided not to pursue further investigation into these effects.  

 

Therefore, the significant results of the paper have sufficient power values, whilst the 

insignificant and underpowered results provide an interesting topic for future studies with 

a sufficient research budget to recruit a larger sample and/or alternative designs that 

would require smaller samples to detect the desired effects.  
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Conclusion 
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5.1 Discussion  

5.1.1 Findings 

The research in the present thesis investigated photo sharing and ‘liking’ on social media 

through qualitative (i.e., semi-structured interviews) and quantitative methods (i.e., online 

experiments and mediation models). It explored the factors that shaped the above-

mentioned behaviours and clarified the role of emotions in posting images and giving 

‘likes’ on SNSs. Furthermore, the findings contribute to our understanding of self-

presentation, impression management, imagined audiences, emotion regulation, social 

grooming, the norm of reciprocity, and relational closeness in social media.  

 

5.1.1.1 Chapter II  

The first paper presented in Chapter II applied a novel qualitative method that combined 

semi-structured scenario-based interviews and photo elicitation. The study addressed the 

following research questions of this thesis: 

 

RQ1: Why do users share photos on social media?  

RQ2: How do users choose what pictures to share on their social media profiles?  

RQ3: How does receiving different types of social media feedback and engagement (i.e., 

more than expected and less than expected) influence users’ photo sharing behaviours?  

RQ5: What is the role of emotions in social media photo sharing?  

RQ6: How do users react emotionally to social media feedback and engagement? 

RQ7: How do emotional reactions to feedback and engagement influence users’ future 

photo sharing behaviours?  

 

The results presented in the first paper showed that individuals shared photos on social 

media to present themselves to their imagined audiences and seek positive feedback (e.g., 

‘likes’ and comments) (RQ1). As a result, when the participants chose which images to 

post, they considered how their viewers would react to them. Consequently, they selected 

those pictures, which, in their opinion, would attract the most feedback from their 

imagined audience (RQ2). For the same reason, individuals preferred to post emotional 

content, such as positive and exciting photos, and avoided emotionally neutral images, as 

they believed that affective pictures had the highest chance of catching viewers’ attention 

and provoking questions and conversations (RQ5).  
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Furthermore, feedback emerged as a significant factor in shaping individuals’ photo 

sharing behaviours. According to the participants, happiness was a common emotional 

response to receiving more than expected feedback (RQ5, RQ6). However, it did not 

induce individuals to replicate successful content (RQ3, RQ7). Sharing similar photos 

was only appropriate if the post was accompanied by a suitable caption (e.g., a 

‘throwback’ post) and made after a passage of time (a few weeks or months later) (RQ3).  

 

Whilst receiving more than expected feedback had interesting emotional and behavioural 

outcomes, the absence of expected feedback was also met with a complex and curious 

response. Firstly, the users in the study interpreted such an absence as a failed attempt to 

connect to their viewers and, consequently, felt disconnected from their imagined 

audiences. This feeling of detachment caused sadness and disappointment, which, in turn, 

were combated by rationalisation (RQ5, RQ6). In other words, individuals sought 

external explanations for why their post was unsuccessful in terms of feedback. Most 

commonly, they blamed the wrong timing, exposure issues, and technical problems for 

the lack of desired numbers of ‘likes’ and comments. However, when the participants 

were presented with a fictitious scenario of multiple failed posts, their initial 

rationalisation approach was changed to feedback dismissal.  That is to say, they started 

to deny the importance of ‘likes’ and comments and disengaged from their imagined 

audience by focusing solely on their own preferences and impressions (RQ3, RQ7). At 

this point, the participants usually stopped considering their viewers’ potential opinions 

in choosing content to post and shared those photos that individuals themselves found the 

most interesting (RQ3, RQ7).  

 

Therefore, the paper presented in Chapter II clarified the role of emotions, self-

presentation, impression management, and imagined audiences in social media photo 

sharing and identified affective and behavioural reactions to feedback.  

 

5.1.1.2 Chapter III 

The previous paper revealed potential mechanisms by which ‘likes’ and comments 

influence users’ posting patterns and choices. These outcomes inspired my second study 

presented in Chapter III - a within-subject online experiment based on a parallel 

mediation model. The second paper focused solely on social media engagement and its 

influence on emotions and photo sharing behaviours. Based on the results of the first 

study and relevant literature on photo sharing, two specific behaviours were chosen: (1) 
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posting frequency and (2) content change. Thus, Chapter III addressed the following 

research questions of this thesis:  

 

RQ2: How do users choose what pictures to share on their social media profiles?  

RQ3: How does receiving different types of social media feedback and engagement (i.e., 

more than expected and less than expected) influence users’ photo sharing behaviours?  

RQ6: How do users react emotionally to social media feedback and engagement? 

RQ7: How do emotional reactions to feedback and engagement influence users’ future 

photo sharing behaviours?  

 

The results of the second paper demonstrated that individuals experienced high-arousal 

positive emotions after receiving more than expected engagement and both low-arousal 

and high-arousal negative emotions after receiving less than expected engagement (RQ6). 

The excitement and enthusiasm that users felt after receiving more ‘likes’ and comments 

than anticipated resulted in a shorter pause between the posts and, hence, in more frequent 

posting (RQ7). Furthermore, receiving more engagement than expected had a direct effect 

(i.e., not mediated by emotions) on content change (RQ2, RQ3). Specifically, users were 

likely to post the same type of content again, if they had received more ‘likes’ and 

comments than they had anticipated. Interestingly, this outcome somewhat contradicts 

the results of the Chapter II, as its participants claimed not to replicate successful posts 

after receiving more than expected feedback. However, this discrepancy might be due to 

the different approaches to assessing behaviour. In the second study, content change was 

measured experimentally based on participants’ actual choices, whilst in the first study 

the assessment of behaviour could be described as self-reported (i.e., interview answers). 

Therefore, the difference in the findings can be attributed to the fact that users’ actual 

behaviours may differ from their intended behaviours. Furthermore, the discrepancy in 

content change intentions can also be attributed to the different notions of similar content. 

The second study measured whether people posted the same or different type of content 

based on three identified categories: portrait, explorer, and scenery. However, in the first 

study the participants were simply asked whether they would post the same or similar 

content again, which might have been interpreted as sharing photos of the same event, 

day, trip, etc. rather than posting the same content type. Thus, the findings of both studies 

can co-exist despite their apparent controversy, as they demonstrate different aspects of 

content change behaviour. 
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Moreover, less engagement than expected resulted in users’ experiencing a range of 

negative emotions that affected their content change decisions (RQ2, RQ6, RQ7). 

Specifically, high-arousal negative affect made users persevere with the same type of 

content, whilst low-arousal negative emotions made individuals share a different type of 

content in their next post. Such opposite reactions can be attributed to two different 

perceptions of the situation. Anger and distress (i.e., high-arousal negative emotions) 

could have resulted from the feeling of unfairness in respect to the audience’s reaction to 

content. In this case, the insufficient numbers of ‘likes’ and comments could have been 

perceived as an unjust treatment. As a result, it is possible that users tried to re-affirm 

their choice by continuing with the same content type. However, the situation was 

different, when individuals felt sad and upset (i.e., low-arousal negative emotions). Such 

feelings were possibly caused by perceived rejection and disconnection from the 

audience. Therefore, it is possible that thus affected individuals changed their content 

type to avoid disappointment and sadness in future and find a way to reconnect to their 

audience through a different kind of post. Nevertheless, it must be noted that sadness and 

feeling upset was a more common reaction than anger and distress, and, on the whole, the 

participants were more likely to change content in their subsequent posts after receiving 

less engagement than expected. This outcome supports the results presented in Chapter 

II, which demonstrated that individuals felt sad and changed content after not receiving 

expected feedback. Finally, receiving less engagement than expected decreased users’ 

posting frequency resulting in a longer pause between posts (RQ3).  

 

Therefore, the findings presented in Chapter II elucidated the influence of ‘likes’ and 

comments on specific photo sharing behaviours, such as posting frequency and content 

change. Receiving different types of engagement had both direct and indirect (i.e., 

mediated by emotions) effects on when and what people chose to post on social media. 

Similarly to Chapter II, Chapter III emphasised the importance of feedback and emotions 

in regulating social media photo sharing. Consequently, in order to obtain a broader 

understanding of why certain social media behaviours take place (e.g., changing content 

after not receiving enough feedback), it was deemed advantageous to analyse the 

antecedents of such behaviours in more detail (i.e., social media engagement). Therefore, 

the study presented in Chapter IV focused on understanding why people ‘like’ content on 

social media and what factors shape their decisions to provide feedback and engage with 

posts.  
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5.1.1.3 Chapter IV 

The paper presented in Chapter IV investigated individuals’ ‘liking’ behaviours and the 

psychological mechanisms behind them; it examined the role of reciprocity, social 

grooming, relational closeness, and emotion regulation in social media. A moderated 

mediation model was developed and tested in a between-subject online experiment. The 

study addressed the following research questions of the present thesis:  

 

RQ4: What factors shape individuals’ decisions to ‘like’ other users’ photos on social 

media?  

RQ8: How do emotional reactions to feedback and engagement influence users’ future 

‘liking’ behaviours?  

 

The study found that individuals tend to return ‘likes’ for ‘likes’, and that high-arousal 

positive emotions mediate this relationship (RQ4, RQ8). That is, the more excited and 

enthusiastic people feel after receiving a ‘like’ from another person, the more likely they 

would be to ‘like’ this person’s content in future. This finding can be attributed to the 

mechanisms of emotion regulation and reciprocity by which individuals want to increase 

their own positive emotions and repay other users in kind. However, the results of the 

emotional mediation model were negated when relational closeness was added to the 

model as a mediator. The outcomes of moderated mediation model yielded no evidence 

to support the assumption of relational closeness moderating the emotional mediation 

path (RQ4, RQ8). Furthermore, by testing a mediation and moderation model, we 

discovered that emotional mediation did not occur at all when relational closeness was 

accounted for in the model (RQ4, RQ8). Instead, we found that relational closeness 

moderated the direct effects of receiving a ‘like’ on the intention to ‘like’ (RQ4). 

Specifically, the association between receiving ‘likes’ and giving ‘likes’ back was only 

significant for acquaintances and not for friends. At the same time, we found that 

relational closeness directly influenced the intention to ‘like’ other users' content (RQ4). 

In other words, if participants perceived another person as someone close, they were more 

likely to ‘like’ this person’s content, regardless of whether they received a ‘like’ from this 

individual before.  

 

Drawing on the results of various mediation and moderation models, we concluded that 

people ‘liked’ their friends’ content to maintain relationships and engage in social 

grooming. Respectively, we have found no evidence that reciprocity played a major role 
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in individuals’ decisions to ‘like’ the posts of their close persons. However, reciprocity 

was a key driver of ‘liking’ behaviours when the relational closeness between users was 

low. That is to say, the participants mirrored their acquaintances’ actions: they returned 

‘likes’ for ‘likes’ and ignored those who ignored their posts. Furthermore, whilst adding 

relational closeness to the model negated the results of emotional mediation, it is still too 

early to discard emotions as potential drivers of ‘liking’ behaviours. The relationship 

between emotions, relational closeness, and ‘liking’ needs to be investigated further in 

order to explain why emotional mediation loses significance after accounting for 

relational closeness in the model.  

 

Overall, Chapter IV examined social media ‘liking’ and identified two different 

behavioural mechanisms, the activation of which depended on the level of relational 

closeness between users. It has also provided new insights into emotion regulation, social 

grooming, and reciprocity on social media and, specifically, the relevance of these 

concepts to ‘liking’ behaviours.  

 

5.2 Theoretical Contributions 

5.2.1 Self-Presentation, Impression Management, and Imagined Audiences 

The results of the present thesis contribute to our knowledge of self-presentation 

(Goffman, 1959; Leary, 1996; Schlenker, 2012), impression management (Leary, 1996; 

Leary & Kowalski, 1990), and imagined audiences (Schlenker & Leary, 1982) on social 

media. The findings of Chapter II demonstrate that people post images to present 

themselves a certain way, and to do so efficiently they employ the concept of imagined 

audiences. In other words, individuals construct an idea of their potential viewers and 

their preferences, which in turn dictates what content users choose to share on their 

profiles. This finding is in accordance with the results of Marder et al. (2016) study, which 

demonstrate that users’ self-presentation on social media is aimed at their strongest (i.e., 

most important) audiences, such as employers, guardians, and partners. Furthermore, the 

influence of imagined audiences on social media sharing can also be evidenced in self-

censorship behaviours. For example, Sleeper et al. (2013) found that individuals refrained 

from sharing certain content due to the public availability of social media posts and the 

inability to restrict access to specific audiences.  

 

Whilst there is evidence that people choose content to share based on their perceptions of 

their viewers (e.g., Marder et al., 2016; Sleeper et al., 2013) the study presented in Chapter 
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II applied the connection between self-presentation and imagined audiences directly to 

the process of photo sharing and, specifically, selecting photos for social media posts. 

The paper has also demonstrated how posting for viewers’ approval results in certain 

feedback expectations, and how these expectations can differ from the actual audience’s 

response. These findings can also be linked to the expectancy violation theory (Burgoon, 

1978), as any deviation from the anticipated response can be interpreted as a positive or 

a negative expectancy violation. Interestingly, the findings of Chapter II also indicate that 

continuous negative expectancy violations, such as the constant reception of less 

engagement than expected, can remove the concepts of imagined audiences and 

impression management from the process of photo sharing. In other words, the 

participants of the study claimed they would switch to self-oriented posting (i.e., based 

on one’s own preferences) if their feedback expectations had been negatively violated for 

a prolonged period of time.  

 

Therefore, the study presented in Chapter II clarified the connection between imagined 

audiences and self-presentation in the context of photo sharing and photo selection and 

explained how the interaction between these concepts facilitates the development of 

feedback expectations. Furthermore, Chapter II elucidated how the difference between 

expected feedback from an imagined audience and received feedback from real viewers 

can influence the role of impression management in subsequent photo sharing behaviours. 

  

5.2.2 Emotions: Regulation and Mediation  

The present thesis has also explored the concept of emotion regulation (Gross, 1998) and 

investigated the influence of emotions on photo sharing and ‘liking’ behaviours. The 

outcomes of Chapters II and III show that users experience happiness, excitement, and 

enthusiasm after receiving more ‘likes’ and comments than expected and feel sad, upset, 

and disappointed after not receiving enough feedback. These findings are in accordance 

with Jackson & Luchner (2018), who discovered that individuals with adaptive 

personalities reacted positively to positive feedback, whilst individuals with maladaptive 

personalities reacted negatively to negative feedback. The outcomes of Chapters II and 

III also support the results of Li et al. (2018) study, which found that adolescent females 

experienced stress when they did not receive enough engagement from their peers on 

social media.  
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Whilst previous studies identified post deletion as a coping response to insufficient 

feedback (e.g., Li et al., 2018; Sherman et al., 2016), there is limited research on how 

feedback fluctuations and the associated emotional reactions influence other sharing 

behaviours, such as posting frequency and content choices. The studies presented in 

Chapters II and III addressed this gap and found that users changed the type of content in 

their future posts after receiving inadequate engagement and experiencing negative 

emotions. Moreover, Chapter II found that constant reception of insufficient feedback 

resulted in a change of overall sharing approach (i.e., a shift from an audience-centred to 

self-centred approach). On the other hand, Chapter III discovered that participants posted 

more frequently if they experienced happiness, excitement, and enthusiasm after 

receiving more ‘likes’ and comments than expected. Therefore, the outcomes of the 

present thesis applied the framework of emotion regulation (Gross, 1998) to social media 

photo sharing and identified the mechanism of mediation by emotions, which elucidated 

the connection between social media feedback and changes in posting behaviours. The 

findings above expand our understanding of emotion regulation on SNSs and address the 

gap in the academic literature on social media behaviour by linking the influence of 

emotions to specific photo sharing decisions.  

 

Additionally, the present thesis investigated the relationship between emotions and social 

media ‘liking’. Previous studies focused mostly on the types of social media posts that 

are popular with users (e.g., Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; Dolan’s et al., 2019) and the 

elements of photos shared on SNSs that tend to attract feedback and engagement (e.g., 

Aramendia-Muneta et al., 2021; Bakhshi et al., 2014; Lindell, 2018). However, there has 

been limited research on whether emotions influence ‘liking’ behaviours, and if so, how. 

This gap in the academic literature was addressed in Chapter IV of the present thesis. The 

results of Chapter IV suggest that emotional regulation (Gross, 1998) shapes and 

underlies the reciprocation of ‘likes’ on social media. Specifically, the paper found that 

people experienced positive high-arousal emotions after receiving ‘likes’ from other 

users, and that the resulting excitement and enthusiasm induced individuals to return 

‘likes’ in future. However, it must be noted that these findings are ambiguous as they did 

not hold true when relational closeness was added to the model, and, therefore, need 

further investigation. Nonetheless, the outcomes of Chapter IV provide sufficient 

evidence to clarify a potential association between emotions and the intention to return 

‘like’ for ‘like’ and hence call for further exploration of emotional regulation in social 

media ‘liking’  
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Emotions were also used as a communication tool that individuals employed to connect 

to their imagined audiences. Chapter II identified the transactional nature of emotions in 

visual content and clarified how users presented themselves to their imagined audiences 

via emotive photos in social media posts. These results are in accordance with the 

outcomes of Vermeulen et al. (2018) study, which discovered that people convey 

emotions through their social media posts. The findings reported in Chapter II expand 

this knowledge by exploring the motivations behind the sharing of emotional content, 

such as wishing to connect and appeal to one’s audience, provoke conversations, and 

attract feedback. Furthermore, according to the results of Chapter II, individuals prefer to 

post positive high-arousal content (e.g., exciting, enthusiastic, and adventurous photos), 

as they believe this type of content has the highest chance of engaging social media users. 

This outcome supports the findings of Dorethy et al. (2014), who discovered that users 

preferred to share positive photos but contradicts the results of Andalibi et al. (2017), who 

found that individuals prefer to share negative content on Instagram. Furthermore, the 

assumption that emotional content triggers users into providing feedback is relevant to 

the concept of emotional contagion on social media (e.g., Ferrara & Yang, 2015) and is 

in accordance with the findings of Lin and Utz (2015) and Utz (2019) studies, which 

discovered that people can be emotionally affected after viewing photos posted on social 

media. Therefore, the results of Chapter II in conjunctions with the outcomes of Lin and 

Utz (2015), Utz (2019) and the concept of emotional contagion on social media (e.g., 

Ferrara & Yang, 2015) provide enough evidence to suggest that the emotionality of social 

media content has impact on its viewers, and that users are somewhat aware of this effect. 

As a result, individuals share affective content to successfully elicit feedback and 

engagement from others. Therefore, the outcomes of Chapter II contribute to our 

understanding of emotions and engagement in social media by identifying the feedback-

seeking motivations behind the sharing of emotionally charged posts. 

 

Overall, the present thesis highlighted the importance of emotions in photo sharing and 

elucidated the various roles they take in connecting users to their audiences and mediating 

social media posting and ‘liking’ behaviours. The findings of the present thesis support 

the assumptions of the sociodynamic model of emotions (Mesquita & Boiger, 2014), 

demonstrating their ubiquitous and multifaceted presence in the process of photo sharing.  
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5.2.3 The Norm of Reciprocity, Social Grooming, Relational Closeness, and Tie 

Strength  

The present thesis has also explored the links between reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960), 

social grooming (Dunbar, 1996), relational closeness, and tie strength (Granovetter, 

1973). It demonstrated how ‘liking’ behaviours change depending on the level of 

relational closeness between people. Chapter III showed that individuals engage in social 

grooming by taking an indiscriminate and unilateral approach to ‘liking’ their friends’ 

content. Specifically, users give ‘likes’ to their close persons regardless of whether they 

received a ‘like’ from these persons before. Furthermore, as the level of closeness and tie 

strength between individuals increase, so does their inclination to ‘like’ each other’s 

photos. Therefore, ‘liking’ constitutes an essential part of social grooming and 

relationship maintenance between friends on social media and, in this case, it does not 

follow the ‘quid pro quo’ approach to decision-making. However, the situation is different 

when the level of relational closeness between people is low, such as when the tie strength 

between them is weak and they regard each other as acquaintances rather than friends. 

That being the case, reciprocation activates the mechanism of an even ‘likes’ exchange 

between individuals. That is, users tend to ‘like’ the content of those acquaintances who 

previously ‘liked’ their content and ignore the posts of those people who ignored theirs.  

 

Thus, the present thesis contributed to our knowledge of social grooming, reciprocity, 

relational closeness, and tie strength on social media and combined these concepts into a 

conceptual moderated mediation model. Specifically, the thesis clarified how relational 

closeness and tie strength activate different motivations behind ‘liking’ (e.g., social 

grooming versus the norm reciprocity), and how the activated motivation shapes users’ 

decisions to ‘like’ or not to ‘like’ photos on social media.  

 

5.3 Practical Implications 

5.3.1 User Experience Research 

5.3.1.1 Recommendations for Social Media Platforms 

The results of the present thesis contribute to the practical field of user experience 

research with implications for both users and platforms. Based on the outcomes of the 

studies incorporated in this thesis, there are three ways how platforms could increase 

engagement and participation, attract new members, and keep existing users’ active and 

interested.  
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According to the findings presented in Chapter I, users post photos to attract audience’s 

attention. To make this process less of a guessing game, social media platforms could 

introduce an insights option that would help individuals identify specific features of their 

most popular content, such as colour schemes and emotionality displays. For instance, if 

an algorithm was developed that could analyse users’ posts with the highest engagement 

and identify their most common features (e.g., smile, warm colours, etc.), this would give 

users a clear indication of what content their audiences prefer. Furthermore, platforms 

could offer an advanced option of matching audiences to the content factors that induce 

their engagement (e.g., colour and emotionality preferences of different age groups 

filtered by geolocations). This would help individuals construct a more accurate view of 

their imagined audiences and post content that would yield more feedback. The resulting 

interactions would keep users interested and increase social media participation.  

 

Additionally, users' active involvement in social media could be induced by timely 

content exposures. Chapter II demonstrated that receiving fewer ‘likes’ and comments 

than expected resulted in less frequent posting, whilst receiving more feedback than 

expected made users post more often. To avoid the loss of users’ attention and interest, 

platforms could introduce an intermittent exposure algorithm, which would occasionally 

boost the reach of dormant accounts and the accounts with stable or decreasing 

engagement to provide their owners with unexpected feedback and revive their emotional 

and social involvement in posting activities. Alternatively, platforms could address the 

mediating emotions instead of addressing feedback as the direct driver of posting. For 

example, if user-focused reminder systems, such as ‘memories’ and ‘archives’, evoke the 

same or similar excitement and enthusiasm as received engagement, they should also 

result in a similar behavioural outcome of supporting continuous social media posting.  

 

Lastly, Chapter III demonstrated that people indiscriminately ‘like’ their friends’ content 

to perform social grooming. As feedback provision constitutes an essential part of 

relationship maintenance on social media, it is important to ensure that users have the 

best possible access to the new posts of their close persons. This could be achieved by 

providing personalised feed preferences. At the moment, many contemporary social 

media use engagement-based algorithms to define and prioritise content exposure for 

individuals. However, giving users control over whose posts they see first would ensure 

they do not miss any content shared by their friends and, thus, always have an opportunity 

to interact with it. This exposure adjustment would result in active user engagement and 
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keep individuals socially invested in a platform, as they maintain relationships and 

perform social grooming through frequent ‘liking’.   

 

5.3.1.2 Recommendations for Users 

Chapters II and III provide useful insights into how individuals are affected by feedback, 

and what impact it has on their posting decisions. A better understanding of their own 

emotional and behavioural responses to received engagement can help users develop 

more effective strategies of emotion regulation. For instance, if users felt sad and upset 

after not receiving enough ‘likes’ they could take a more sustainable approach to coping 

with their emotions. Instead of constantly changing content in attempt to chase elusive 

feedback, individuals could re-evaluate their social media use and the importance of 

received engagement. If they perceived ‘likes’ and comments as a significant and 

definitive part of their photo sharing practices, they could focus on tailoring a bespoke 

content strategy which would result in a continuous stable engagement from their 

audience. On the other hand, if ‘likes’ and comments held less value for individuals, they 

could engage in a more self-oriented use of their account, such as posting photos to keep 

memories and for creative expression and entertainment. Finally, if feedback fluctuations 

had a severe negative impact on users’ emotional states, it would be best for them to 

address the cause of the problem by pausing photo sharing and taking time off social 

media, at least until a specific reason for such emotional vulnerability is identified. The 

approaches and solutions presented above could improve individuals’ emotional well-

being and result in a more enjoyable social media experience in the long term.  

 

Moreover, Chapter III identified that acquaintances tend to mirror each other’s 

behaviours and reciprocate ‘likes’ for ‘likes’. This finding has a practical application in 

increasing received engagement. Specifically, users who wish to receive more feedback, 

should engage with the content posted not only by their friends but also by their 

acquaintances. This behaviour should result in receiving additional ‘likes’ from 

reciprocating users, bringing the overall feedback above its usual levels. Based on the 

results of Chapter II, increased engagement would evoke favourable emotional responses 

(i.e., excitement and enthusiasm) and lead to a higher posting frequency, which, in turn, 

would result in improved user satisfaction and social media participation.  
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5.3.2 Digital, Social Media, and Influencer Marketing  

5.3.2.1 Content Strategies 

The results of the present thesis can be used to develop efficient content strategies for 

digital marketing. Content planning is a key element of building a successful social media 

presence, and, therefore, it is important to ensure that posts always deliver value and 

entertainment to their consumers. Whilst the studies incorporated in this thesis did not 

focus on commercial or branded content, their findings could still be beneficial to 

professional and semi-professional accounts. The recommendations below could be 

particularly useful to small independent businesses and micro-influencers during the early 

stages of their social media marketing journey.  

 

According to Chapter II, users employed an audience-based approach when choosing 

images to share. They carefully considered how their viewers would react to the content, 

whether they would be interested in it, and what questions they could ask about the posted 

photos. Thinking like one’s audience made individuals select the most entertaining and 

engaging pictures, which were expected to receive positive feedback. This approach to 

creating posts could also be effective for social media practitioners. Accordingly, content 

creators could consider potential posts from their viewers’ perspective. Instead of putting 

all engaging information in the caption or focusing solely on how photos reflect their 

products or services, social media practitioners could analyse the value of their chosen 

images from their target audience’s standpoint: Are they appealing? Do these pictures 

evoke any queries? Do they provoke conversations? Approaching one’s content strategy 

from a standpoint of consumers would make it more relevant and useful to them. This is 

particularly important, as a recent study by Santiago et al. (2022) discovered that currently 

firm-generated content does not impact brand’s equity and consumers’ attitudes toward 

the brand and negatively influences users’ purchase intention. Based on these outcomes, 

the authors suggest that brands should find new ways to approach their social media 

marketing strategies, and, therefore, trying a new customer-oriented content strategy 

could be a viable solution to the problem. Furthermore, according to the results of 

Demmers et al. (2020), consumers at different stages of consumption progress are 

interested in different types of content. For example, those in the preconsumption and 

consumption stages tend to engage with informational content, whilst those in the 

postconsumption stage prefer to engage with entertaining content. Consequently 

understanding one’s consumers and reflecting on the questions above could help create 

attractive and eye-catching content, which could lead to more interactions with one’s 
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followers and viewers and hence result in a more established social media presence, more 

loyal consumers, and a more recognisable online brand. 

 

Furthermore, Chapter II identified the emotionality of content as an efficient way of 

connecting to viewers and attracting feedback. Previous research discovered that users 

are more likely to engage with entertaining posts in the postconsumption (rather than 

preconsumpiton or consumption) stage (Demmers et al., 2020). Therefore, the results of 

Chapter II could be applied to the posts targeted at those users who have already 

consumed the product or the service. Based on the outcomes of Chapter II, such posts 

could be even more appealing if they carry the right emotional charge (e.g., excitement), 

which could potentially result in higher engagement. However, it is also worth noticing 

that more research is required into the effects of emotionality in branded posts on 

consumer engagement. The results of a recent study by Oliveira at al. (2022) demonstrate 

that on the whole branded tweets attract more likes if they are emotionally positive, but 

this effect is reversed for the brands that incorporate positive emotionality as part of their 

overall image. Furthermore, the outcomes of the study demonstrate that positive 

emotionality in branded tweets has a negative effect on the number of retweets. However, 

the study employed Twitter as its main context, where resharing plays a much more 

significant role than, for example, on Instagram, where additional reach is mainly 

achieved through increased engagement such as ‘likes’, comments, shares, and saves. 

Additionally, the only effective way to reshare a post on Instagram without losing the 

connection to the original post is to repost it to one’s stories. Therefore, social media 

practitioners should carefully consider their goals (e.g., increase in reshares versus 

increase in received ‘likes’) and the specifics of the platforms they use (e.g., Instagram 

versus Twitter) before making a decision on adding emotionality to their content. 

 

Chapter II also found that users replicated their successful posts as ‘throwbacks’. That is, 

they posted similar content after some time and referred to it as a good memory. This 

approach allows individuals to capitalise on their effective photo choices without seeming 

too eager to do so. Whilst it is less likely to work for established companies and brands 

that post commercialised content driven by specific marketing strategies, micro-

influencers and small independent businesses could try this method by sharing 

‘throwback’ posts of their most popular content. This approach would let them reuse their 

best ideas and avoid creative burnout, whilst at the same time catering to the preferences 

of their audience. 
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5.3.2.2 Engagement Strategies 

Chapter III established that users were more likely to share the same type of content after 

they had received more engagement than expected. This outcome has potential for 

developing more effective word-of-mouth strategies on social media. Specifically, it 

could be a good practice for brands and influencers to repost user-generated content that 

features their products or services. For example, when a person tags a creator in their post 

or uses that creator’s hashtag, it would benefit both the creator and the user if the former 

reshared the post to their feed and/or ‘story’ (i.e., a limited 24-hour exposure). For brands 

and influencers, such volunteered and unpaid content could signal authenticity and 

usefulness to their followers. For a user, a repost would lead to additional reach, which 

would likely result in more engagement. This assumption is supported by the results of 

Giakoumaki and Krepapa (2020), who discovered that individuals who use a brand as 

part of their self-concept are likely to engage with that brand’s content, especially when 

it is generated by other users rather than the brand itself (or an influencer). Thus, it stands 

to reason that if a casual user generated a brand-related post, and it was reshared on the 

brand’s social media account, this post would receive additional engagement from the 

brand’s existing followers. Furthermore, according to the findings of Chapter III, 

receiving more ‘likes’ and comments than expected could induce users to post similar 

content again, thus increasing creators’ word-of-mouth exposure and providing them with 

more user-generated branded content. This strategy could be particularly useful as the 

findings of Santiago et al. (2022) suggest that firm-generated content is not efficient in 

improving brand’s equity, users’ attitude toward a brand, and users’ purchasing intention. 

In addition, previous research demonstrates that user-generated posts that incorporate 

brand-related information are more efficient in attracting engagement (Giakoumaki & 

Krepapa, 2020) and improving users’ attitude toward a brand (Diwanji & Cortese, 2020). 

Therefore, the recommendation above outlines a mutually beneficial co-creation 

opportunity for both professional and casual users. 

 

Furthermore, Chapter IV explained how individuals took different approaches to ‘liking’ 

based on different levels of relational closeness between the sharer and the viewer of a 

photo. This finding could also be useful to small independent businesses and micro-

influencers who want to grow their following. For instance, if they wanted to engage more 

with other users, they could start ‘liking’ their content first. This behaviour is likely to 

draw users’ attention and activate their norm of reciprocity. As a result, other users would 
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be more likely to engage with that creator’s content in future, thus participating in a 

mutually beneficial ‘liking’ pattern. It is important to notice that this approach would be 

less likely to work for established brands and companies due to their perceived 

impersonality. However, smaller creator accounts, especially those that are managed by 

a single recognisable person and post in a way similar to a casual user (e.g., bakers, 

florists, make-up artists, photographers, etc.), could benefit from this approach by 

establishing ‘liking’ relationships with their followers that could result in more 

engagement and increased followers’ loyalty.  

 

Furthermore, following the approach above could yield a perception of relational 

closeness between a creator and their target audience, which in turn could motivate users 

to regard such creators as closer rather than weaker ties. If that was the case, individuals 

would be likely to employ a strategy of continuous ‘liking’ towards those creators that 

they perceive as close and familiar. That is, if users believed in having a strong tie with a 

representative of a small independent brand or a micro-influencer, they would keep 

‘liking’ their posts regardless of whether these creators continued to engage back or not. 

This communication would follow a similar mechanism to social grooming and 

relationship maintenance, securing followers’ interest and ensuring positive feedback 

from content viewers.  

 

5.3.3 Conclusion 

The findings of the present thesis contribute to the practical fields of digital, social media, 

and influencer marketing and user experience research, with implications for casual users, 

creators, and social media platforms alike.  

 

With regards to user experience, platforms should match specific audiences to the content 

features preferred by them and make this information available for users to improve their 

targeting strategies. Furthermore, social media could introduce an algorithm of 

intermittent content exposure to boost and activate accounts with decreasing 

participation. Finally, it would be beneficial if platforms provided an option of 

personalising one’s feed by manually prioritising the most interesting and relevant 

accounts. This development would increase both user satisfaction and engagement, 

resulting in platforms’ higher popularity and usability.  
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Moreover, the results of Chapters III-IV have two practical implications for users. Firstly, 

understanding the links between one’s own affects and behaviours would help individuals 

improve their emotion regulation and engage in a more mindful use of social media. 

Doing so would benefit users’ wellbeing and emotional stability. Secondly, the outcomes 

of Chapter IV suggest a practical way of attracting more feedback by ‘liking’ content 

posted not only by friends but also by acquaintances. Such an approach would ignite 

mutual engagement and yield more ‘likes’ than usual. Subsequently, improved feedback 

would evoke positive emotions and make the experience of posting on social media more 

pleasurable and satisfying.  

 

Additionally, the inferences drawn from Chapters II-IV could be advantageous for digital, 

social media, and influencer marketing. Specifically, Chapter I suggests three ways how 

businesses and creators could improve their content strategies. Firstly, they could 

consider their audience’s perspective when creating social media posts. Doing so would 

ensure that followers receive value and entertainment from the content they consume. 

Consequently, the perceived worth of audience-oriented posts would stimulate users’ 

interest and willingness to engage. Secondly, businesses could attract more ‘likes’ by 

utilising positive emotionality in the posts targeted at the customers in the 

postconsumption stage. Lastly, small independent brands and micro-influencers could 

take advantage of ‘throwback’ posts and maximise the value of their popular photos. 

Recycling successful images would help small creator accounts avoid content burnout 

and help them cater to their audience’s preferences. 

 

Finally, Chapters III-IV have practical implications for social media engagement 

strategies. The results of  Chapter III suggest that businesses should reshare user-

generated pictures of their products or services. As a result, the original content sharers 

(i.e., casual users) would receive additional reach and higher engagement, which would 

stimulate them to post similar brand-related content in future. Such an outcome would 

lead to the expansion of brand’s word-of-mouth marketing and could improve its 

reputation by receiving unpaid advertising. Furthermore, small independent businesses 

and micro-influencers could benefit from ‘liking’ their followers’ content. Doing so 

would draw followers’ attention and activate their norm of reciprocity. Receiving 

engagement in return could increase small independent businesses’ and micro-

influencers’ social media exposure and yield more positive feedback on their posts. 

Moreover, ‘receiving ‘likes’ from a creator could result in the followers’ perception of a 
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closer relationship with that creator. This would induce the followers to ‘like’ that 

creator’s content without any expectation of reciprocity. As a result, creators would 

achieve a higher level of engagement on their profiles and build a loyal follower base.  

 

5.4 Limitations and Future Research 

The findings of the present thesis should be regarded in the light of its limitations. Whilst 

Chapters II-IV provide detailed descriptions of the issues affecting the validity of the 

incorporated studies and their outcomes, the current section focuses on the main 

limitations of the selected research approaches.  

 

The key issue with Chapter II is related to the novel creative storytelling technique used 

in it. Its elements, such as scenarios and photo elicitation, have been successfully used in 

qualitative research before. However, their combination in the novel technique would 

benefit from further testing and verification. Future research could address this issue by 

assessing the applicability of the method to other areas of digital behaviour and beyond.  

 

Furthermore, the core limitations of the Chapters III and IV lie in their experimental 

design. Experimental methods are widely used in social sciences due to the multiple 

advantages they offer. For example, experiments allow for a higher degree of control over 

variables and, as a result, produce clearer conclusions with regards to cause and effect. In 

addition, experimental designs could be easily replicated and duplicated which permits 

validation and verification of the produced results. However, experimental designs have 

also been subjected to criticism due to their common failures of low ecological validity 

and measurement issues. Whilst all attempts have been made to increase the ecological 

validity of the studies in Chapters III-IV, a possibility of artificial or unnatural behaviours 

should not be discarded. This is due to the fact that social media represents a highly 

complex environment with multiple factors affecting users’ actions. Therefore, it would 

be beneficial if the proposed models were tested on the real-life data to verify the 

outcomes of Chapters III-IV. Alternatively, future research could build upon the 

conceptual models presented in this thesis and explore photo sharing and ‘liking’ 

behaviours further by adding more independent and extraneous variables. Moreover, the 

studies in Chapters III-IV use self-reported measures of emotionality, which might not 

fully reflect the actual emotional states of participants. Consequently, future research 

could apply other methods of measuring affects to test the emotional mediation of photo 

sharing and ‘liking’ behaviours.  
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Furthermore, the focus of the present thesis could also be considered as its limitation. 

Whilst Chapters II and III investigate photo sharing, it is important to notice that the 

studies put emphasis on permanent content, such as images posted in one’s feed. Thus, 

the results of the present thesis might not be generalisable to other content formats. For 

example, the shortness of the Instagram Stories lifecycle (i.e., 24 hours) might have 

additional effects on photo sharing behaviours, such as posting frequency and content 

change. Future research could address this issue by investigating other popular sharing 

options (e.g., Stories, Reels, and TikTok videos) and their relationship to feedback, 

engagement, and emotions. 

 

Finally, Chapter IV recreates a photo sharing and ‘liking’ environment of Instagram. At 

the onset of the experiment, the participants were instructed to imagine that they were 

using Instagram to post images and ‘like’ content. Whilst it is probable that ‘liking’ on 

Facebook, TikTok, Twitter, and other social media follows a similar pattern, it would be 

beneficial to replicate the experiment with a different environment reference, such as any 

of the above-mentioned platforms. Doing so would clarify whether ‘liking’ behaviours 

are similar and comparable across different social media.  

 

5.5 Conclusion 

The present thesis investigated photo sharing, feedback, engagement, and emotions on 

social media. Chapter II explored what motivates users to post images, how they choose 

pictures to share, and how received feedback influences individuals’ emotions and 

posting behaviours. Chapter III tested a model of mediation by emotions of the effects of 

feedback on photo sharing (i.e., posting frequency and content change). Chapter IV 

studied how ‘liking’ behaviours are shaped by reciprocity, social grooming, emotions, 

and relational closeness.  

 

Chapter II found that users took an audience-based approach to sharing, which resulted 

in certain feedback expectations. Furthermore, Chapter II found that users’ emotions and 

behaviours were affected when they received more or fewer ‘likes’ and comments than 

anticipated. When received feedback exceeded the expectations, individuals experienced 

happiness, which, however, did not prompt them to share similar photos again. Sharing 

similar content was only appropriate after a passage of time and if accompanied by a 

suitable caption (e.g., ‘a throwback post’). When received feedback fell short of the initial 
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expectations, individuals felt sad and disappointed due to the perceived disconnection 

from their imagined audiences. As a result, the users in the study resorted to 

rationalisation as a way to cope with the negative experience of failed sharing. However, 

when they were offered a fictional scenario of multiple unsuccessful posts, individuals 

often switched to complete feedback dismissal and stopped considering their imagined 

audience when choosing content to share. Therefore, Chapter II clarified how and why 

individuals choose images for their social media posts. The chapter also elucidated the 

effects of feedback on the emotions and behaviours of social media users.  

 

Chapter III followed in the footsteps of Chapter II and quantitatively tested the 

relationships between received engagement, emotions, posting frequency, and content 

change. The outcomes of the chapter demonstrated that individuals experienced high-

arousal positive emotions after receiving more ‘likes’ and comments than expected, 

which induced users to post more frequently. Moreover, receiving more engagement than 

expected motivated individuals to share a similar image in their subsequent post. 

Furthermore, Chapter III investigated individuals’ behavioural and emotional reactions 

to receiving less engagement than expected. In this case, users experienced negative low-

arousal emotions, such as sadness and feeling upset, which induced them to change the 

type of content in their subsequent posts. Not receiving enough ‘likes’ and comments has 

also directly affected individuals’ posting frequency, making then share photos less often. 

Consequently, Chapter III explored the model of emotional mediation of the effects of 

engagement on photo sharing behaviours and clarified the links between received ‘likes’ 

and comments, negative low-arousal and positive high-arousal affects, posting frequency, 

and content change.   

 

As Chapters II and III identified the importance of feedback and engagement in shaping 

photo sharing behaviours, Chapter IV focused on ‘likes’ as the most common indicators 

of social media engagement. The chapter studied how the relationships between 

reciprocity, social grooming, relational closeness, and emotions result in specific ‘liking’ 

behaviours. The outcomes of Chapter IV suggest that there are two distinctive approaches 

to ‘liking’ based on different levels of relational closeness. When an individual sees a 

photo posted by their close person, their default action would be to ‘like’ the image, 

regardless of whether the current sharer ‘liked’ the individual’s previous post. This 

behaviour cannot be explained based on reciprocity but is driven by the level of closeness. 

However, it can be attributed to social grooming and relationship maintenance. On the 



 230 

other hand, when users are not close, they tend to mirror each other’s ‘liking’ behaviours. 

That is to say, they return ‘likes’ for ‘likes’ and ignore the posts of those who ignored 

theirs. In addition, the chapter investigated whether emotions mediate the relationship 

between receiving a ‘like’ and reciprocating a ‘like’. However, emotional mediation only 

occurred when relational closeness was not accounted for in the model. Whilst there is 

not enough evidence to confirm that emotions mediate the relationship between receiving 

a ‘like’ and the intention to ‘like’, the findings on the matter are suggestive of such an 

association and require further investigation. Thus, Chapter IV explored why individuals 

‘like’ content in the first place and what factors shape social media ‘liking’. The results 

of the chapter highlighted the significance of relational closeness in forming users’ 

‘liking’ behaviours and provided limited (but suggestive) evidence of emotional 

mediation of ‘like’ reciprocation. 

 

The outcomes of Chapters II contribute to the theory of self-presentation and impression 

management, the concept of imagined audiences, and the academic literature on 

emotions. The results of the chapter explain the links between the theoretical constructs 

above and their relevance to photo sharing behaviours. Chapter III applied the framework 

of emotion regulation to explain the relationship between received engagement and 

changes in sharing patterns. Hence, the findings of Chapter III elucidate the associations 

between users’ emotional reactions to received ‘likes’ and comments and the resulting 

changes in posting behaviours. The outcomes of Chapter III expand our knowledge of 

how and in what circumstances emotion regulation occurs on social media. Lastly, 

Chapter IV applies a range of theoretical concepts with regards to ‘liking’ behaviours on 

social media. It explains how the norm of reciprocity and social grooming take 

precedence in motivating users’ to ‘like’ content based on the level of relational closeness 

and tie strength between the sharer and the viewer. Chapter IV also applies the emotion 

regulation framework and investigates the emotional mediation of ‘like’ reciprocation, 

but the results are inconclusive and call for further research on the matter. Therefore, 

Chapter IV contributes to our understanding of the norm of reciprocity, social grooming, 

relational closeness, tie strength, and emotions in social media ‘liking’. 

 

The results of the present thesis also have practical implications for social media 

platforms, users, and professional accounts. The findings of Chapters II-IV can be used 

to improve SNSs design. Specifically, platforms should match their audiences to the 

content features they prefer and share this information with users to improve individuals’ 
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targeting strategies. Platforms should also introduce an intermittent exposure algorithm 

and enable individuals to personalise their feed by prioritising their favourite profiles. 

Furthermore, the results of the present thesis shed light on how user experience can be 

enhanced. Understanding how emotions are affected by feedback can help individuals 

navigate their emotion regulation better and engage in a more mindful social media use. 

Individuals could also increase the number of received ‘likes’ per post by engaging in 

reciprocal ‘liking’ with their acquaintances. Moreover, the outcomes of the current thesis 

contribute to the practical field of digital marketing. According to the outcomes of 

Chapter II, digital marketers could employ an audience-based approach to content 

management and use emotionally charged photos and ‘throwback’ posts to develop 

effective content strategies. The results of Chapters III and IV suggest that businesses and 

influencers should reshare the posts they are tagged in, engage in reciprocal ‘liking’ with 

their audience, and build a personal relationship with their followers to achieve better 

engagement outcomes.  

 

To sum up, the present thesis explored users’ motivations to share content on social media 

(e.g., self-presentation and impression management) and identified the audience-based 

approach to selecting photos for posts. Furthermore, it clarified the role of emotions in 

photo sharing, investigating both the emotionality of shared images and the affective 

reactions to received feedback. The thesis has also explored in depth the question of 

received engagement and its influence on photo sharing behaviours, such as posting 

frequency and content change. Finally, the present thesis investigated the topic of social 

media ‘liking’ and elucidated how the level of relational closeness between the sharer and 

the viewer defined users’ motivations and decisions to ‘like’ posts. Therefore, the results 

of the present thesis expand our knowledge and understanding of photo sharing and 

‘liking’ on social media, clarify the role of emotions in these behaviours, and elucidate 

the effects of feedback and received engagement on users and their posting decisions. 

These outcomes have practical implication for user experience research and digital 

marketing and contribute to our knowledge of such theoretical concepts as imagined 

audiences, self-presentation, impression management, emotion regulation, the norm of 

reciprocity, social grooming, tie strength, and relational closeness.   
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