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Abstract

Social media use increased during the COVID-19 pandemic with platforms providing an important forum for communication and self-
expression. In this study, we explore shifts in online posting behaviors and self-presentation following the onset of lockdown. Content
analysis of active Instagram accounts (n = 73) was conducted for the 3-month period before and immediately following the start of
lockdown in the UK, and compared to psychological well-being, social media dependency and motives for online self-presentation
during lockdown. Changes in the nature of images and captions used by profile owners were found following the start of lockdown,
with more selfies and throwback photographs of past events being posted. Images in contexts depicting users as ‘social’, and positive
or explanatory message captioning decreased during lockdown. Limited evidence was found to support the hypothesis that images
posted were predictive of psychological well-being in lockdown. More followers and the degree to which online portrayals represented
‘real-self’ appeared more critical to well-being during lockdown.

Research Highlights

• Online self-presentation but not frequency of posts changed in Instagram users before and during lockdown.
• More selfies but fewer social posed, group or outdoor images were posted in lockdown.
• Only two posting behaviors during lockdown were related to well-being.
• Well-being during lockdown was associated with authentic online self-presentation.
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1. INTRODUCTION
On 23 March 2020, the UK went into its first lockdown in an
effort to control the spread of the COVID-19 virus. With the
closure of non-essential businesses and restrictions on travel and
social gatherings, concern was expressed regarding the negative
psychological impact of lockdown on people’s mental health (e.g.
Holmes et al., 2020). At the same time, unprecedented increases
in social media use were reported and studies began to emerge
linking social media activity and well-being (e.g. Lisitsa et al., 2020;
Zhao and Zhou, 2020) although the processes by which these
two factors were related due to the pandemic remained unclear.
Social media platforms can provide an important forum for self-
expression, helping users to share experiences and create a pro-
tective buffer to mitigate the negative emotional effects of a crisis
(Marzouki et al., 2021). Previous research exploring social media
content has shown how responses to traumatic situations can
influence self-presentation online (e.g. Browning, 2017). In this
study, we explore shifts in online self-presentation among social
media users following the onset of lockdown, with respect to the
images people chose to post, and whether changes in posting
habits were predictive of individual well-being and dependency
on social media during lockdown.

1.1. Instagram use during lockdown
Social media data in relation to lockdown have indicated that
visits to Instagram increased by 43% in 2020 compared to the year
before the pandemic (Molla, 2021). Social media became a key
method of maintaining regular communication and interaction
with family and friends, with 67% of UK Instagram users reporting
they used the site more (Gothivarekar, 2020). Analyses of Insta-
gram posting habits prior to the pandemic indicate people use the
platform mainly to showcase aspects of their social life (e.g. Hu
et al., 2014), with images showing users’ faces being more fre-
quently liked and commented upon than other posts (Bakhshi
et al., 2014). However, during the first wave of the pandemic
Instagram profile owners took more varied approaches to creating
content (Niknam et al., 2021). This included information and
misinformation about the virus, concerns over social distancing
and isolation, activities to do when staying at home, and satire
about the pandemic. Growth in the appropriation of symbols
such ‘#quarantine15’ were also noted in response to the expected
weight gain during the pandemic (Lucibello et al., 2021). Trevisan
et al. (2021) monitored the Facebook and Instagram accounts
of different political and celebrity influencers noting that large
increases were seen in the volume of Facebook posts, comments
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and reactions made by users, but for Instagram the number
of posts and comments remained relatively stable before and
after lockdown, and the number of likes almost halved on the
accounts examined. The authors argue that this difference may
have arisen due to the nature of each network. Facebook was
better suited for sharing comments and opinions within groups
and communities, while Instagram was more popular among
younger users for sharing photo content of social events, for which
opportunities decreased. The authors also noted an increase in
feelings of inhibition and anxiety being expressed on Instagram
in the initial weeks following the outbreak. While such analyses
are informative in depicting how social media adapted to the
pandemic, it is not clear how the pandemic specifically may have
impacted on the images chosen by individuals to reflect their
personal experience of the crisis.

1.2. Changes in self-presentation on Instagram
Self-presentation is the attempt to guide or control others’
impressions of ourselves through the verbal and non-verbal
signals we use (Haferkamp and Krämer, 2011). People are
generally thought to modify their self-presentation online to seem
more favorable to others (Rosenberg and Egbert, 2011; Harris
and Bardey, 2019; Huang et al., 2021). This may lead users to
display idealized versions of themselves since the design of social
media platforms affords the opportunity to do so (Hollenbaugh,
2021), and because it has become the social norm to do so
(Hu et al., 2015; Zillich and Riesmeyer, 2021). A common way
to manage online impressions is through the images people
choose to display their physical appearance or represent their
beliefs. For example, the disclosure of social cues through selfies
posted online has been positively associated with receiving more
likes on Instagram (Hong et al., 2020). Evidence suggests people
generally are knowledgeable about the facets of social media
image presentation that can impact on how others perceive
them, and make corresponding adjustments to the images they
use to personally represent them (e.g. Makhanova et al., 2017;
Schneider and Carbon, 2017; Lowe-Calverley and Grieve, 2018).
Nabity-Grover et al. (2020) have argued that the pandemic led
to a change in online self-disclosure, whereby topics which
people might normally post about online (e.g. trips, socializing)
became socially inappropriate. Conversely, topics such as health
information or discussing personal vulnerability to the virus that
are normally considered private were more openly discussed. It
follows that the pandemic, in addition to changing the normal
social dimensions of disclosure, may have led to changes in the
cues and norms of online self-presentation as well.

Previous research has shown how current events within society
are reflected on social media. For example, the attack on the
offices of the magazine, Charlie Hebdo in 2015, saw thousands of
people showing their support for the victims within hours of the
attack, through the use of the French flag as a filter applied to
profile pictures and the creation of images (e.g. memes depicting
‘Je suis Charlie’) shared through online profiles (Browning, 2018).
In the summer of 2020, support for the Black Lives Matter move-
ment also spread through similar adjustments to images and
hashtags shared across social media platforms (Wellman, 2022).
These illustrate the power of global crises to influence personal
profiles and portrayals of identity online. However, data in relation
to online self-presentation change arising from the COVID-19
pandemic, so far appear mixed.

An analysis of facemask images in the early stage of lockdown
suggested a general hesitancy among Instagram influencers to
show photos of themselves wearing masks, which may have

resulted from their primary function as a health rather than fash-
ion accessory (Tomovska, 2021). Dou (2021) qualitatively exam-
ined how social media users sought to represent themselves as
active despite the physical restrictions of lockdown, arguing that
photography provided a means through which users were able to
build a narrative around their pandemic experience which framed
them as ‘digitally mobile’. For example, by displaying updates,
reporting on disruption, and showing activities at home, ordinary
Instagram users could still perform social actions and drive rela-
tionships despite being physically isolated. While no comparative
analysis of images posted prior to lockdown was provided, it
follows from Dou’s analysis that a person’s sense of agency and
communication could be related to their capacity to manage the
consequences of immobility during the pandemic. In other words,
how users chose to represent and express themselves online may
provide a coping mechanism through which individuals were able
to overcome the emotional challenges and threats to well-being
caused by physical isolation.

1.3. Relationships between social media and
psychological well-being
A large number of academic studies have examined the rela-
tionship between social media and indicators of mental well-
being, often reporting a negative association. For example, Faelens
et al. (2021) used a diary approach to compare fluctuations in
social media use, mood and negative thinking at several points
during the day, over a two-week period, with results indicating
that both levels of Facebook and Instagram use were predictive
of reduced well-being. Some studies have linked the distracting
effect of social media to increased stress and reduced happiness
(e.g. Brooks, 2015), with some experimental evidence showing a
direct connection between interruptions from notifications and
reduced well-being (Kushlev et al., 2016). Social media use at night
has also been associated to increased anxiety and depression
(Woods and Scott, 2016), while deactivating social media accounts
for 4 weeks was found to increase in subjective well-being (Allcott
et al., 2020). However, other analyses involving large data sets
have suggested little evidence of a substantial negative associa-
tion between screen time and well-being (Orben and Przybylski,
2019a, 2019b).

The polarized nature of previous findings not only arises from
differences in the research methodologies adopted, but also the
different experiences people have when using social media. For
example, Valkenburg et al. (2006) found the frequency and tone
of communication between friends can have opposite effects,
with positive interactions improving well-being whereas negative
feedback and interactions decreased well-being. Recent exten-
sive reviews of the links between social media use and well-
being (e.g. Parry et al., 2022; Valkenburg, 2022; Valkenburg et al.,
2022) have pointed to the often weak or inconclusive findings
regarding the relationship between social media use and well-
being, due in part to the difficulties of defining the nature of
social media interactions and the wide variety of mental health
measures used.

With respect to online self-presentation, the importance of
authenticity in how people communicate and portray themselves
online has been emphasized, with those who are low in well-
being being less likely to feel, or benefit from, being authentic
due to the general positivity bias that exists on social media
(Reinecke and Trepte, 2014; Bailey et al., 2020). Reviews examining
the relationship between online self-presentation and well-being
provide some empirical support for this perspective, with mea-
sures that align with authentic self-presentation being associated
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with positive well-being outcomes, whereas idealized or false self-
presentation (e.g. Twomey and O’Reilly, 2017) or passively viewing
content (De Vaate et al., 2020) are associated with poorer well-
being. Interviews with young social media users suggest they
typically perceive social media as a threat to mental health due to
its impact on mood and anxiety (O’Reilly et al., 2018), and due to
the idealized self-presentation and search for social acceptance
that occurs via the medium (Moreton and Greenfield, 2022).

It is possible that changes in online self-presentation during
the pandemic might also reconfigure the association between
social media and well-being. However, so far, research examining
this has been limited. Brailovskaia and Margraf (2021) reported
a positive association between the burden felt by people due
to COVID-19 and their addiction to social media, particularly
in individuals with greater levels of anxiety. The authors argue
that the sense of isolation and restriction experienced during the
pandemic led to a reduced sense of control and a greater sense of
reliance on social media. Dependency on social media during the
pandemic has also been related to the inability in young adults to
express personal emotions and distress in relation to COVID-19
(Ballarotto et al., 2021). During lockdown, some evidence suggests
younger users turned to social media as a coping mechanism for
dealing with the lack of social contact (Cauberghe et al., 2021),
due to emotional discomfort with face-to-face interactions (Xu
et al., 2021) and due to direct personal experience of the negative
consequences of the pandemic (e.g. Zhao and Zhou, 2020), but
that such strategies either had no impact on, or increased, levels
of unhappiness and depression. Yue et al. (2022) reported that
people in quarantine during the pandemic tended to engage in
more upwards social comparisons to others via social media,
and that both upwards comparison and passive social media use
were related to experiencing greater levels of stress during the
pandemic. A cross-platform study examining links between active
and passive social media use via Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and
TikTok, with life satisfaction and mood during the pandemic has
suggested the consequences for well-being may differ across plat-
forms due to people’s motivations for using them (Masciantonio
et al., 2021). Active use of Instagram in particular, for posting
images and commenting on posts, was positively related to sat-
isfaction with life during the pandemic, but also greater negative
affect, depending on the level of social support received.

Taken together, the existing literature in relation to COVID-
19 suggests that individuals were able to use social media to
compensate for reduced access to normal support networks dur-
ing lockdown and in an attempt to mitigate increased anxiety
(Wiederhold, 2020). However, using social media for news about
the pandemic, and its enduring affordances for supporting com-
parisons with others under conditions where personal liberty
was restricted, also perpetuated negative consequences for well-
being. This highlights the importance of investigating the specific
nuances of the conditions under which social media was used
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

1.4. Current study
The UK Government announced the first national lockdown due
to the COVID-19 pandemic on 23 March 2020 which included
the closure of non-essential businesses, the prohibition of social
events and permission to leave home for one form of exercise per
day or shopping for basic necessities. Public gatherings of more
than two people, except from the same household, were also not
allowed. Official data indicate the peak of the first wave of COVID-
19 in England and Wales to have occurred in the week of 13 to
19 April 2020 when over 8700 deaths were reported (ONS, 2021)

with national indicators of public anxiety being at their highest
between March and April 2020 (ONS, 2022). With the introduction
of restrictions and increased public concern, it was predicted
that the nature of content posted on social media would have
changed to reflect events. For example, where Instagram users
may typically have posted about activities such as eating out,
shopping, or socializing with friends before the pandemic, the
removal of opportunities to engage in these behaviors during the
pandemic, could have resulted in alternate forms of online self-
presentation, or reductions in the use of social media overall. The
present study therefore, firstly aimed to explore Instagram users’
posting habits in the 3-month periods prior to and during the first
UK lockdown, examining whether this led to tangible changes in
the type of content posted.

Hypothesis 1: The content of messages posted by Instagram users
alters before and after the introduction of lockdown.

The chronology of lockdown in the UK saw numerous changes
to restrictions. For example, non-essential shopping and social
venues were permitted to reopen in June and July 2020, subject to
appropriate social distancing measures being used. However, as
COVID-19 case rates again began to increase, a second national
lockdown came into effect in November 2020 initially for 4 weeks,
followed by a third national lockdown in January 2021. During
the period between November 2020 and January 2021, national
indicators of life satisfaction and happiness also declined (ONS,
2022), with restrictions on daily living remaining in place until
March 2021.

This period of upheaval to everyday face-to-face contact pro-
vides an opportunity to explore the effect of the pandemic on
social media behaviors, and to examine how psychological well-
being specifically was associated with this. It is possible that
people may have experienced positive benefits from how they
displayed their experience of lockdown online. Equally, it is possi-
ble that a heightened sense of dependence on social media for
information and changes in online self-presentation and vicar-
ious expression of emotion during lockdown may have dimin-
ished well-being. Based on the existing literature, two additional
hypotheses were therefore explored:

Hypothesis 2: Poorer psychological well-being during the pan-
demic is related to the content of Instagram messages posted during
lockdown.

Hypothesis 3: Greater self-reported dependence on Instagram dur-
ing the pandemic is related to the nature of online self-presentation,
engagement with Instagram, and content of messages posted during
lockdown.

2. METHOD
2.1. Design
The study design consisted of two parts. In the first part of the
study, a battery of psychometric questionnaires was completed
by participants between November 2020 and January 2021,
approximately 8 to 10 months after the beginning of the first UK
lockdown. These measures were completed as part of an online
survey and included the Ryff Psychological Well-being Scale (Ryff,
1995), the Self-Presentation on Instagram Questionnaire (Jackson
and Luchner, 2018) and the Instagram Addiction Scale (Sholeh and
Rusdi, 2019). As part of the survey, the participants were also asked
to provide their Instagram handle, so that the researchers could
later contact them through Instagram after they had completed
the survey. The purpose of this request was 2-fold. Firstly, it
served as a mechanism through which participants could allow
the researchers to view content from their Instagram profile.
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Secondly, it served as a key that could be used to connect
participants’ responses to the online survey with data gathered
during the second part of the study.

The second part of the study consisted of a content analysis of
the accounts of Instagram users. The participants were informed
that, if they provided their Instagram handle during the online
survey, the researcher would later send them a follow request
from an Instagram account set up by the researchers for the
purposes of the study. If they accepted the follow request, the par-
ticipants were informed that the researchers would look briefly
at images posted on their profile in order to classify image types,
but that no personal images would be downloaded or shared
outside of the research team and no comments would be made on
their profile. If they did not wish the researchers to view content
from their Instagram profile, the participants could chose not to
provide their Instagram handle during the survey or could decline
the follow request, without prejudice.

For each user who consented, up to 10 Instagram images posted
before the start of lockdown, and 10 images posted immedi-
ately following the start of lockdown were retrospectively coded.
Only images that had been posted in the 3-month periods from
January to 23 March 2020, and from 23rd March to June 2020
were examined. No specific reference to COVID-19 was made
in the instructions given to participants about the classification
of images. After image coding was completed, the researchers
unfollowed the participant’s Instagram profile.

2.2. Participants
The research was conducted in accordance with the BPS Code
of Human Research Ethics (British Psychological Society, 2014)
and approved by the relevant ethics committee at our institution.
Participation in the study was voluntary, with participants being
provided with detailed information about both the nature of
the survey questions they would answer and request to later
share access to their Instagram profile for the purpose of coding
images, at the beginning of the online survey. Formal consent
for both elements of the study was obtained from participants
at this stage, before participants were able to progress to view
the survey questions. Participants were free to withdraw from
the study at any time, either during the survey stage or image
coding stage, by contacting the researchers and requesting their
data to be removed from the study. All Instagram usernames
and data provided by participants were treated confidentially and
only accessible to the researchers, such that the anonymity of
participants was protected.

A purposive sampling (typical case) approach was used to
ensure the sample selected was appropriate to the aims of the
research (Etikan et al., 2016). This meant that participants were
required to be regular and active users of Instagram from the UK, a
population that is biased towards females and younger age groups
(Statista, 2022).

Participants were primarily recruited through advertisements
placed on Instagram inviting users to take part in the online
survey, and received no reward for taking part. Additional
participants were recruited through an optional research
participation scheme available to psychology students within
our institution who were able to receive course credit for
taking part in the study. In total, 239 people responded to the
initial advertisement of whom 177 participants completed the
online survey (response rate, 74.1%). Of these, 141 were female,
31 were male, and 4 identified their gender as non-binary.
Participants’ ages in this sample ranged between 18 and 30 years
(M = 19.8, SD = 1.9).

Data from 68 participants were excluded from the analysis
of Instagram posts due to the participant either not being in
the UK during lockdown, failing to provide a valid Instagram
handle, or failing to grant access to their Instagram account. A
further 36 participants were excluded from analysis as they had
posted no images in either of the 3-month periods of interest.
This yielded a total of 73 usable data cases (65 females and 8
males) of whom 48% were university students, 28% were work-
ing full-time, 16% were working part-time and 7% were unem-
ployed prior to lockdown. The Instagram characteristics of the
remaining participants, indicated their active engagement with
Instagram (median number of followers = 1007; median number
of accounts followed = 731; median daily screen time spent using
Instagram = 61 minutes).

2.3. Coding of Instagram images and captions
Content analysis was used to categorize images and image cap-
tions, using a 21-point coding scheme developed for the purposes
of the current study (Table 1). Each image was categorized on
the basis of whether this depicted a selfie, posed photograph of
the individual profile owner taken by another person, a group
photograph of several people, or image containing no people. For
selfies and individual images, these were additionally classified
on the basis of whether the person was dressed up in formal or
fashionable clothing typically not worn when at home, whether
the image was posted to reflect a change in the profile owner’s
normal appearance, and (for female participants only) whether
the image depicted the profile owner wearing make-up or showed
their natural facial appearance (without cosmetics). For individual
and group images, the location of the image was also catego-
rized as being either ‘inside’ (specifically in a domestic home)
or ‘outside’ (meaning either outdoors in a public space or at an
external venue such as a bar, restaurant, or event). Posts con-
taining no people such as images of animals, landscapes or text
were also recorded but not further subcategorized. ‘Throwback’
images depicting events specifically described as being in the
profile owner’s past were also classified on the basis of whether
they were an individual image (e.g. photograph of the profile
owner at a younger age), an image of a past holiday or trip
or a past social event with friends and family. With respect to
image captions, these were classified on the basis of valence
(conveying positive or negative emotions or reactions), political
content and whether the caption was intended to communicate
an inspirational message or descriptive explanation of the image
content. For the purposes of the positive or negative coding of
captions, positive captions were broadly characterized accord-
ing to the primary emotional responses identified by Fredrick-
son (1998) and positive affective responses identified by Watson
et al. (1988). This comprised any captions expressing responses
including but not limited to joy, gratitude, interest, pride, amuse-
ment, excitement, love, strength, determination or enthusiasm. In
contrast, negative captions were characterized according to the
negative emotional dispositions identified by Izard et al. (1993)
and negative affective responses identified by Watson et al. (1988).
These included but were not limited to sadness, anger, disgust,
contempt, fear, guilt, shame, inward hostility, upset, irritation and
nervousness.

In total, 686 images (394 before lockdown and 292 during lock-
down) and 254 image captions were coded. In order to evaluate
the reliability of the coding scheme, responses from a subset of 20
participants were evaluated by a second independent coder and
the inter-rater consistency was calculated. Agreement between
the primary and independent coder was found to be statistically
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Table 1. Instagram Image and Caption coding scheme

Image Type Category Description

Selfie With makeup Selfie specifically taken (e.g. using a mirror or the front facing camera of a phone)
showing the profile owner with facial makeup/ cosmetics

Natural Selfie specifically taken with the profile owner wearing no makeup
Appearance Change Selfie specifically taken to show a change in appearance (e.g. new hairstyle)
Dressed up Selfie specifically taken to show the profile owner dressed up in smart or formal clothes

(e.g. party clothes not normally worn at home)
Individual image With makeup A candid or posed photo of the profile owner wearing makeup taken by another person.

Natural A candid or posed photo of the profile owner without makeup taken by another person
Appearance Change A candid or posed photo of the profile owner showing a change in appearance
Dressed up A candid or posed photo of the profile owner dressed up in smart or formal clothes
Outside Location A photo of the profile owner taken outside the home (e.g. bars, restaurants, outdoors)
Inside Location A photo of the profile owner taken inside the home (e.g. bedroom, living room)

Other images Group Outside A photo showing more than one person taken outside the home
Group Inside A photo showing more than one person taken inside the home
Without People A photo with no people (e.g. landscape, text-based image, meme etc)

Throwback image Individual An individual photo of the profile owner, specifically depicting themselves in the past
Holiday A photo of the profile owner and/or others on a past trip or vacation
Social A group photo of the profile owner with family and friends, depicting a past event

Image caption Negative Captions reflecting negative emotions or mood (e.g. being sad, bored, angry etc.)
Positive Captions reflecting positive emotions or mood (e.g. ‘had the best birthday ever’)
Political Captions reflecting political topics or message (e.g. PPE availability, Black Lives Matter)
Inspirational Captions reflecting uplifting or motivational messages (e.g. ‘Better days will come’)
Explainer Descriptive captions to explain the content of the related image (e.g. ‘Last day of term’)

significant for all 21 coding categories, with Cohen’s κ values
ranging from 0.64 (p= 0.002) to 1.00 (p< 0.001); mean κ = 0.91
indicating good agreement.

2.4. Questionnaire measures
2.4.1. Psychological well-being
A shortened version of the Ryff Psychological Well-being Scale
was used comprising three out of six of the original subscales.
The three subscales selected were (i) Personal Growth, indicating
the degree to which a person is open to new experiences and
personal development (e.g. ‘I do not enjoy being in new situations
that require me to change my old familiar ways of doing things’);
(ii) Purpose in Life, indicating the degree to which a person has
goals and believes their life has meaning (e.g. ‘I enjoy making
plans for the future and working to make them a reality’);
and Self-Acceptance, indicating the extent to which a person
embraces and accepts all aspects of themselves unconditionally
(e.g. ‘When I look at the story of my life, I am pleased with how things
have turned out’). Each subscale consisted of seven items rated
on a 6-point Likert scale (1 - strongly disagree to 6 - strongly
agree), with higher scores indicative of greater general well-
being. Cronbach’s α values for the three subscales ranged from
0.74 to .86.

2.4.2. Self-presentation on Instagram scale
The Self-Presentation on Instagram Questionnaire was created as
an adaptation of the Self-Presentation on Facebook Questionnaire
(Michikyan et al., 2014). The questionnaire consists of 5 subscales
intended to measure different forms of online self-presentation:
(i) Real self-presentation, the degree to which authentic feelings are
portrayed motivated by a person’s true attributes and character-
istics (e.g. ‘Who I am online is similar to who I am offline’); (ii)
Ideal self-presentation, the degree to which the a person’s online
portrayal is motivated by their personal desires and aspirations
for how they would like to be (e.g. ‘I post things on Instagram

to show aspects of who I want to be’); (iii) False deception, the
degree to which someone’s online persona or behavior provides an
incorrect or misleading view of themselves (e.g. ‘I am a completely
different person online than I am offline’); (iv) False self-
exploration, the degree to which inaccurate portrayals online are
motivated by wanting to explore different aspects of self (e.g.
‘On Instagram I can try out many aspects of who I am much
more than I can in real life’); (v) False self-impression, the degree to
which inaccurate portrayals online are motivated by wanting to
conform to perceived social norms and expectation (e.g. ‘I try to
impress others with the photos I post of myself on my Instagram
profile’). Participants indicate their degree of agreement to
17 items using a 5-point Likert scale (1 - strongly disagree,
to 5 - strongly agree), with higher scores indicating a greater
tendency to exhibit that specific form of online self-presentation.
Cronbach’s α values for the five subscales ranged from 0.65
to 0.75.

2.4.3. Instagram addiction scale
The Instagram Addiction Scale (TIAS) measures participant’s self-
reported sense of dependency and reliance on Instagram (Sholeh
and Rusdi, 2019). For the purposes of the current study, two
components of the scale were combined into a single Instagram
addiction measure consisting of 7 items (Cronbach’s a = 0.75).
This included items assessing Tolerance defined as the tendency
to develop behaviors on Instagram beyond simple posting (e.g. ‘I
comment on photos/ videos posted by friends on my Instagram
feed to get feedback’); and Conflict Addiction defined as diffi-
culty with completing other responsibilities because of Instagram
(e.g. ‘I often see content on my Instagram feed which causes
me to neglect my work or study’. Participants indicated their
degree of agreement to each item using a 5-point Likert scale (1
- strongly disagree to 5 - strongly agree), with higher scores indi-
cating a greater degree of subjective dependency and addiction to
Instagram.
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Figure 1. Mean frequency of different Instagram image types for participants’ 10 most recent images posted before and during lockdown (Error bars
indicate +1SD).

3. RESULTS
3.1. Comparison of Instagram posts before and
during lockdown.
In order to examine changes in posting habits, the frequency with
which different image types and message captions were posted
were compared within each coding category. Changes in the
nature of images posted, and captions used by Instagram profile
owners were found (Fig. 1). During lockdown, Profile owners
posted more selfies (100% increase), fewer posed images (58%
decrease) or images outside the home (84% decrease), and fewer
group images both inside and outside the home (92% decrease).
The reposting of throwback photographs of past events also
increased dramatically (1180% increase), albeit from a very low
base rate prior to lockdown. In the case of female participants,
selfies depicting the profile owner wearing make-up increased
dramatically (87% increase) following the start of lockdown,
but posed images of female profile owners wearing make-up
decreased (46% decrease). Overall, no significant change in the
total number of images posted by participants in the period before

(M = 3.59, SD = 3.37, maximum = 17) and during lockdown (M = 3.63,
SD = 3.90, maximum = 21) was observed in the sample (t(72) = 0.13,
p= 0.89 ns).

The overall nature of image captions changed in relation to
lockdown. Both the use of captions to explain the content of
images (47% decrease) and the use of captions conveying positive
emotions or mood (70% decrease) fell during lockdown, whereas
the frequency of captions conveying negative emotions increased
by a factor 15, having been largely absent from the Instagram
posts examined prior to lockdown.

Non-parametric Wilcoxon-signed ranks tests were conducted
to test for significant differences in the frequency of each image
or caption type posted before and after lockdown. Three image
types with fewer than 10 instances were excluded from this
analysis: appearance change images (either selfie or posed), and
selfies of the profile owner dressed-up. After correcting for type I
error, using the Bonferroni adjustment method, the frequency of
images posted was found to increase significantly for five differ-
ent image categories from before lockdown to during lockdown.
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Table 2. Relationships between Instagram posting behaviors during lockdown with psychological well-being, Instagram addiction and
motives for online self-presentation (Spearman’s � correlation coefficients, df = 71)

Image Type Category Psychological Well-being Instagram
Addiction

Scale

Online Self-Presentation

Personal
Growth

Purpose
in Life

Self-
Acceptance

Real Self Ideal Self False
Deceptive

False Self
Exploration

False
Impression

Selfie With makeup −.09 −.04 −.02 .29∗ .04 .17 .27∗ .21 .13
Natural .22 .17 .24∗ .09 .02 .12 −.08 .01 .13

Individual
image

With makeup .12 .09 .20 .21 .16 .16 .12 .08 .05
Natural −.11 −.10 −.28∗ −.09 −.15 .04 −.06 −.10 −.01
Dressed up .05 .03 .01 .36∗∗ .03 .17 .18 .24∗ .22
Outside Location .13 .01 .19 .22 .08 .12 .31∗∗ .29∗ .05
Inside Location −.04 −.02 −.18 .23∗ −.05 .16 −.04 −.12 .19

Other images Group Outside .04 −.03 −.04 −.06 .04 −.28∗ −.07 −.12 −.10
Group Inside −.33∗∗ −.28∗ −.30∗ −.01 −.17 −.01 −.04 .03 .09
Without People .08 .09 .05 −.19 .39∗∗ −.12 −.31∗∗ .08 −.02

Throwback
image

Individual −.07 −.05 −.12 −.05 −.02 .03 .09 .05 −.17
Holiday −.03 −.07 −.06 −.14 .06 −.11 −.17 −.07 −.04
Social .16 .12 .02 −.03 .20 −.01 −.02 .14 .07

Image
caption

Negative .18 .18 .12 .10 .19 .00 −.11 .00 .03
Positive −.06 −.12 −.22 −.02 −.07 .12 .10 .02 .17
Political −.04 .09 .13 −.14 .23 .00 −.12 .05 −.14
Inspirational .06 .10 −.07 .24∗ .09 .19 .23∗ .19 .17
Explainer .15 .12 .04 −.04 .27∗ .02 −.15 .22 .10

Notes. ∗Significant at p< 0.05 (2-tailed, unadjusted) ∗∗Significant after Bonferroni correction for family-wise error (2-tailed, adjusted p).

Specifically, the number of posts of selfies with makeup (z = 3.03,
P = 0.002), selfies with a natural face (z = 2.48, p= 0.013) and the
number of throwback images of the profile owner on their own
(z = 3.12, p = 0.002), throwback images of past holidays (z = 2.48,
p = 0.013) and throwback images socializing with family and
friends (z = 3.68, p < 0.001), all increased significantly during the
lockdown.

For four other image types, the frequency with which people
posted decreased significantly during the lockdown. Individual
posed images of the profile owner dressed-up smartly or fash-
ionably (z = 3.89, p < 0.001), posed individual (z = 3.12, p= 0.002)
and group images (z = 3.12, p = .002) in outdoor locations, and
also group images taken indoors (z = 3.12, p = 0.002) all decreased
significantly during lockdown. However no significant change
in the number of images posted without people was observed
(z = 1.29, p = 0.197 ns).

With respect to the use of message captions, the increased use
of political captions (z = 4.12, p < 0.001) and captions conveying
negative emotions (z = 4.22, p < 0.001) during lockdown was
statistically significant; the decreased use of explainer captions
(z = 2.94, p = 0.003) and captions conveying positive emotions
(z = 3.29, p < 0.001) compared to before lockdown was also
statistically significant. Hypothesis 1, that there would be a sig-
nificant change in the social media content of messages posted
by Instagram users before and after the start of lockdown, was
therefore supported.

3.2. Relationships between Instagram posting
behavior during lockdown with psychological
well-being, social media addiction and online
self-presentation
Table 2 shows the relationships (Spearman’s � correlations)
between participants posting habits after the start of lockdown
with self-report measures of psychological well-being, depen-
dency on Instagram and motivations behind participants’ online

self-presentation. Bias corrected accelerated (BCa) confidence
intervals were also calculated for each correlation coefficient
based on 1000 bootstrapped samples.

After correcting for type I error, using the Bonferroni adjust-
ment method (Curtin and Schulz, 1998), only five significant cor-
relations remained. A negative correlation was observed between
the Ryff Personal Growth scale and the frequency of posting group
images during lockdown (�(71) = −0.33, p= 0.005, 95% CI [−65,
0.15]), suggesting those who reported a greater sense of personal
development during lockdown had been less likely to post group
photographs with others indoors during the initial stages of lock-
down. However, it should be noted that confidence interval range
for these data included a value of � = 0, suggesting caution should
be placed on this interpretation. No other significant relationships
were found between the frequency of different images types or
captions posted during lockdown and psychological well-being.

A positive correlation was observed between Instagram
addiction scale scores and the frequency of posting individual
images of the profile holder dressed up during lockdown
(�(71) = 0.36, p = 0.002, 95% CI [0.14, 0.53]), suggesting those who
felt more dependent on Instagram during lockdown were more
likely to post images of themselves wearing formal or fashionable
clothes, typically worn when going out. With respect to online
self-presentation, posting images during the initial months
of lockdown containing no people was found to be positively
correlated with real self-presentation (�(71) = 0.39, p < 0.001,
95% CI [0.18, 0.55]), and negatively correlated with deceptive self-
presentation (�(71) = −0.31, p = 0.009, 95% CI [−0.46, −0.09]). In
addition, deceptive self-presentation was positively correlated
with a greater frequency of posting individual images of the
profile owner in outside locations (�(71) = 0.39, p < 0.001, 95% CI
[0.18, 0.55]). Taken together, these relationships could suggest that
individuals who are prone to present misleading representations
of themselves were more likely to post images which avoided the
reality of lockdown.
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Table 3. Hierarchical linear regression model for overall participant well-being during lockdown (criterion)
using stepwise selection of predictor variables (online self-presentation, Instagram dependency and frequency
of image types posted during lockdown)

Stage Entered Predictor Variable Regression Statistics

β t sr2

1 Online self-
presentation

False Self † −0.06 −0.41 0.000
Ideal Self 0.06 0.39 0.001
Real Self 0.41 3.53∗∗∗ 0.157

Dependency Instagram Addiction Scale 0.02 0.18 0.000
2 Selfie With makeup 0.03 0.30 0.001

Natural 0.30 2.97∗∗ 0.119
Individual image With makeup 0.15 1.38 0.029

Natural −0.07 −0.66 0.006
Dressed up −0.02 −0.15 0.001
Outside Location 0.10 0.91 0.013
Inside Location −0.01 −0.03 0.000

Other images Group Outside −0.01 −0.08 0.000
Group Inside −0.25 −2.34∗ 0.078
Without People −0.11 −1.04 0.016

Throwback
image

Individual −0.08 −0.79 0.009
Holiday −0.04 −0.36 0.002
Social 0.07 0.68 0.007

Image caption Negative 0.06 0.62 0.006
Positive 0.05 0.42 0.003
Political 0.01 0.05 0.000
Inspirational −0.02 −0.15 0.000
Explainer −0.02 −0.21 0.001

Notes. †Overall false online self-presentation calculated using combined false self-impression, false self-exploration and false
deception subscales. ∗p < 0.05 ∗∗ p < 0.01 ∗∗∗ p < 0.001.

Given the interrelated nature of the variables examined, a two-
stage stepwise hierarchical regression model (Cohen et al., 2002)
was conducted to determine which factors might uniquely predict
psychological well-being during lockdown, when the connections
between variables were taken into consideration. For this analysis,
overall well-being data were used as the criterion variable by
combining total scores from the three the Ryff psychological well-
being subscales, where higher scores indicated greater well-being
during lockdown (Table 3). In the first stage of the model, self-
reported dependency on Instagram (Instagram Addiction scale
scores) and the three primary forms of online self-presentation
(real, ideal and false) were entered directly into the regression.
The frequency with which different image types were posted
after lockdown began were entered using stepwise selection at
the second stage of the model. Image categories were entered
in this order as it seemed logical to examine if specific posting
habits were predictive of subsequent well-being, after concurrent
individual difference factors that may be linked to well-being (e.g.
sense of dependency and beliefs about how users see themselves
online) had been controlled.

Examination of collinearity statistics for the variables used
within the regression suggested these were within acceptable
limits (minimum tolerance, 0.318; all VIF values below 4), such
that multicollinearity could be assumed not to be present within
the data set. Data for the criterion variable and stage 1 predictor
variables did not differ significantly from a normal distribution of
scores (Kolmogorov–Smirnov test results ranged from D(73) = 0.08,
p = 0.20 ns to D(73) = 0.10, p = 0.07 ns). However, the frequencies
with which different image types were posted were not normally
distributed (Kolmogorov–Smirnov test results for the 18 differ-
ent image categories ranged from D(73) = 0.344, p < 0.001 to
D(73) = 0.540, p < 0.001)). The raw frequency data for each image

category were therefore converted to ranks prior to inclusion
in the regression model, where higher rank values indicated a
greater frequency of posting.

A significant regression model was produced at stage one,
F(4,67) = 3.44, p = 0.013; r2 = 0.170. This contained only one
significant predictor, Real Online Self-Presentation, which accounted
for 16.7% of the variation in well-being scores during lockdown.
At stage 2, two image types met the stepwise criteria (P < 0.05)
to be included in the model. The addition of posting natural
selfies accounted for a further 11.9% of the variation in well-being,
and significantly improved the overall regression model F change

(1,66) = 9.56, p = 0.003; Δr2 = 0.105). The addition of posting group
photos indoors also significantly improved the regression model F

change (1,65) = 5.48, p = 0.022; Δr2 = 0.056), accounting for a further
7.8% of the variation in well-being.

This analysis suggests that improved psychological well-being
during lockdown could therefore be predicted from an increased
tendency to present an authentic version of oneself online, a
greater the number of selfies depicting natural appearance posted
in the initial phase of lockdown, and the posting of fewer indoor
group images during lockdown. All three factors had a unique
impact on well-being, when variance from other sources was
taken into consideration. Hypothesis 2, that the specific content
of lockdown posts would be related to well-being was therefore
was therefore only partially supported, since only two of the 21
image categories examined significantly predicted well-being.

3.3. Relationships between social media
addiction with psychological well-being and
online self-presentation
Positive correlations were observed between Instagram addiction
scale scores with both idealized self-presentation (�(71) = 0.48,
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Table 4. Relationships between self-report measures of psychological well-being, Instagram addiction and motives for online
self-presentation during lockdown (Spearman’s � correlation coefficients, df = 71)

Measure Subscale Instagram
Addiction

Scale

Psychological Well-being Online Self-Presentation

Personal
Growth

Purpose
in Life

Self-
Acceptance

Real Self Ideal Self False
Deceptive

False Self
Exploration

False
Impression

Instagram
engagement

Number of
followers

0.25∗ 0.34∗∗ 0.11 0.33∗∗ 0.15 0.31∗∗ 0.17 0.29∗ 0.12

Number following 0.42∗∗ 0.27∗ 0.05 0.17 0.16 0.22 0.17 0.28∗ 0.07
Online self-
presentation

False Impression 0.45∗∗ 0.07 0.11 −0.06 −0.07 0.50∗∗ 0.30∗∗ 0.17 -
False Self
Exploration

0.30∗ 0.13 0.03 −0.06 0.34∗∗ 0.30∗ 0.17 -

False Deceptive 0.28∗ −0.07 −0.15 −0.15 −0.39∗∗ 0.47∗∗ -
Ideal Self 0.48∗∗ 0.03 −0.02 0.00 0.00 -
Real Self 0.17 0.42∗∗ 0.25∗ 0.38∗∗ -

Psychological
well-being

Self-Acceptance 0.07 0.61∗∗ 0.61∗∗ -
Purpose in Life 0.04 0.69∗∗ -
Personal Growth 0.12 -

Notes. ∗Significant at p < 0.05 (2-tailed, unadjusted) ∗∗Significant after Bonferroni correction for family-wise error (2-tailed, adjusted p).

Table 5. Multiple regression model for social media dependency (criterion variable, Instagram addiction)
experienced during lockdown using direct entry of predictor variables (online self-presentation,
psychological well-being and indices of engagement)

Predictor Variable Regression Statistics
β t sr2

Online self-presentation Real Self 0.12 1.14 0.012
Ideal Self 0.27 2.23∗ 0.047
False Self † 0.28 2.24∗ 0.047

Psychological well-being Overall ‡ 0.02 0.15 0.000
Instagram engagement Number of followers −0.08 −0.79 0.006

Number following 0.26 2.49∗ 0.059

Notes. †Overall false online self-presentation calculated using combined false self-impression, false self-exploration and
false deception subscales. ‡Overall well-being calculated using combined Self-Acceptance, Purpose in Life and Personal
Growth subscales. ∗p< 0.05

p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.27, 0.66]) and false self-presentation
(�(71) = 0.45, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.23, 0.65]), suggesting that partic-
ipants who felt more dependent on Instagram during lockdown
were more likely to present aspirational versions of themselves
online, or attempted to manage their self-representation to
confirm to expected social media norms. Positive correlations
were observed between real online self-presentation and two
aspects of psychological well-being: Personal Growth (�(71) = 0.42,
p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.25, 0.59]), and Self-Acceptance (�(71) = 0.38,
p = 0.001, 95% CI [0.22, 0.53]) suggesting that participants with
a greater sense of self development and acceptance during
lockdown tended to present a more authentic reflection of
their character online. However, self-reported dependency on
Instagram was not found to be related to psychological well-being
during lockdown (Table 4).

With respect to users’ personal engagement with Instagram,
represented by their number of followers, and the number of
other Instagram accounts they personally followed, it was found
that having a greater number of followers during lockdown was
associated with two aspects of well-being: a greater sense of
personal growth (�(71) = 0.34, p = 0.003, 95% CI [0.11, 0.51]) and
self-acceptance (�(71) = 0.33, p = 0.005, 95% CI [0.09, 0.53]). Having
a larger number of followers was also associated with greater
idealized online self-presentation (�(71) = 0.31, p = 0.007, 95%
CI [0.11, 0.51]). However, no relationships were found between
following more accounts and any aspects of psychological well-

being, or online self-presentation, after Bonferroni corrections for
type I error were applied.

A further multiple regression model was also calculated using
self-reported dependency on Instagram (Instagram Addiction
scale scores) as the criterion variable and the three primary forms
of online self-presentation (real, ideal and false), psychological
well-being and other engagement indices (number of followers
and accounts followed) as predictors (Table 5). A significant
regression model was produced, F(6,65) = 6.925, p < 0.001,
r2 = 0.39, which contained three significant predictors. Idealized
self-presentation and false self-presentation were each found
to account for 4.9% of the variance in Instagram dependency,
while number of followers accounted for 5.9% of the variation in
dependency scores during lockdown. Hypothesis 3, that a greater
sense of dependency on Instagram during the pandemic would
be related to the nature of online self-presentation and posting
behaviors during lockdown, was therefore partially supported,
whereby Instagram addiction was related to two types of online
self-presentation, but was related to only one of the different
image and caption content categories examined.

4. DISCUSSION
This research is among the first to provide an insight into the
relationship between the COVID-19 pandemic and the nature of
images social media users selected to represent themselves online
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during this period. Clear evidence of a change in self-presentation
through online posting habits was found following the start of the
pandemic. A move away from posting posed individual and group
images, particularly in outdoor locations was seen. Given the
physical restrictions imposed on everyday living during the initial
phase of the pandemic, and the inappropriateness or potential
stigma associated with posting images that contradicted COVID-
19 guidelines, this was perhaps understandable. Online repre-
sentations of the self through social media are not disembodied
from personal existence; rather a person’s online and offline self
are normally deeply entwined (Dou, 2021). Social media users do,
however, possess control over the identity they chose to construct
online through the social relationships and actions they choose
to display. For example, a reduction in group images taken inside
the home was also noted in the present study sample, which
could reflect a real diminished opportunity to physically interact
with others, an avoidance of posting images which might be
challenged by their intended audience, or a reluctance to take or
post images with other members of their household which might
appear mundane.

By comparison, a large increase in the posting of ‘throwback’
images was observed, a practice which had been largely absent
in the sample prior to lockdown. These included images of pre-
viously posted social events, images of previous holidays and
trips, and personal images of profile owners taken prior to the
pandemic, depicting a different period of life. Such images allowed
the opportunity for profile owners to publically reminisce about
how their life had been, which is known to be effective as a
way of facilitating social interaction and raising self-esteem (e.g.
Pinquart and Forstmeier, 2012), and also as a means to retro-
spectively experience and portray an identity to others of some-
one who is normally an active, busy and engaged individual.
The increased posting of throwback images during lockdown
is consistent with trends reported by other authors who noted
the online expression of positive sentiment towards travel and
aspirational planning through sharing images via travel-based
social media sites during the pandemic (Elliot and Lever, 2022).
The visual exploitation of past activities also allowed individuals
to retain a sense of agency by presenting themselves as normally
socially active beings (Dou, 2021). By posting throwback images
with their friends and families, Instagram users were able to
continue presenting themselves in a similar way as they did before
lockdown, without contravening government guidelines regarding
social distancing and quarantining.

While the posting of posed images generally decreased, the
posting of selfies by female users significantly increased. While
these images on the surface may appear ordinary, they provide a
vehicle for self-expression and engagement through which com-
munication with others could be maintained. This was true for
the posting of ‘lockdown images’ showing female profile owners
at home with facial make-up, more typically be worn on a night
out; but increases were also seen in the posting of ‘natural’
selfies without facial make-up. A possible explanation for this is
offered by Dou (2021), who argues sharing updates about pastimes
undertaken at home during the pandemic allows an individual to
showcase their capacity to rise above the physical restrictions of
lockdown and portray a ‘dynamic’ self-image that was different
from their current reality. Despite this, no consistent pattern was
observed between the posting of different image types and the
five self-reported motives for online self-presentation examined
in the current study that might serve to support this assertion.
Only two exceptions were noted, which included the relationship
found between posting posed individual images outside during

lockdown and greater deceptive online self-presentation. Addi-
tionally, those who reported a greater sense of dependency on
Instagram were more likely to post images of themselves dressed-
up in smart and fashionable clothing during lockdown. It could
be argued that outdoor images in social locations, and posed
images of profile owners dressed-up in clothing more typically
worn when going out, both reflect the more conventional types
of images seen on Instagram to develop social capital and show
off aspects of a person’s social lives (e.g. Hu et al., 2014; Reimann
et al., 2021). However, the frequency of posting both image types
decreased significantly during lockdown, and overall no other
relationships were identified between the measures of impression
management explored in the current study and the content of
Instagram images.

The pattern of relationships between participants’ self-
reported dependency (addiction) to Instagram and the less
authentic self-presentation (i.e. idealized self-presentation and
false self-impressions) suggested that those who reported being
more addicted to Instagram during lockdown were also more
likely to present themselves less authentically on Instagram,
for example by posting posed images of themselves dressed-
up. Previous studies have articulated the mechanisms by which
having a more idealized online self-representation in the form an
aesthetically pleasing Instagram account leads to more positive
opinions of account holders (e.g. Harris and Bardey, 2019), and
how profile owners are motivated to share content that appears
interesting and attractive in order to receive approval from others
(e.g. Yau & Reich, 2019). Data from the present study suggest
similar associations may still have been present in the thoughts
of profile owners during lockdown, in some cases; however overall
there was no strong evidence of a relationship between self-
reported Instagram addiction and the specific content of the
Instagram images posted in this period (beyond the posting of
posed, dressed-up images).

It has been generally observed that use of Instagram and
other forms of social media increased dramatically during the
pandemic (e.g. Vall-Roqué et al., 2021). While there was a change
in the nature of content people chose to share, no evidence of a
change in the overall number of Instagram posts made by users
was found in the present study, when examined for the same
fixed period before and after the start of lockdown. This may
reflect a growth principally in more passive social media browsing
during the pandemic and suggest a general difficulty in finding
alternative forms of content for users to post about given the
general reduction in social events, opportunities to celebrate, and
requirement to stay at home. Equally, this could reflect a general
reluctance among users to post new, idealized or boastful content
at a time of national crisis. The latter view is consistent with the
evidence from the current study of a general reduction in the
posting of positive Instagram captions and explanatory captions
to accompany images during lockdown, and a move towards
more negative and political message captions. This also supports
the observations of other authors who identified a shift towards
more open and honest self-disclosure during the pandemic (e.g.
Nabity-Grover et al., 2020) with topics that would normally not
be regarded as appropriate for social media, such as expressing
disappointment, fears or worries becoming more prevalent in
captions. These findings agree with the idea of social media being
used as a means by which to regulate negative emotions during
the pandemic through sharing thoughts and feelings with others
(e.g. Cauberghe et al., 2021).

In the present study, while the general frequency of images
posted showing no people did not change after the start of
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lockdown, relationships were observed between posting images
without people during lockdown and more authentic and less
deceptive self-presentation online. The connection between
profile owners not showing themselves in their own posts and
genuine self-presentation, together with the general reduction
in explanatory captions that occurred might indicate a pattern
by which the visibility and voice of profile owners was purpose-
fully removed, in order to reflect more authentic online self-
expression, at a time when society was also physically isolating
and less visible during the early stages of lockdown. In addition
to Instagram captions regarding the British Government’s role in
controlling the COVID-19 virus and messages in support of the
NHS, the increase in political captions observed also reflected
other global events at the time of the pandemic including the
Black Lives Matter movement (Wellman, 2022). These findings
demonstrate how people outwardly participate in, and align their
identity with, contemporary cultural events by adapting their
online self-presentation (e.g. Browning, 2017).

Overall, no evidence was found to support the idea that psycho-
logical well-being during lockdown could be predicted by the types
of images used by Instagram users when the UK first entered lock-
down. Only one association was found between reduced personal
growth and the posting of indoor group images, although the
finding could not be considered statistically robust and requires
further exploration. Thus, psychological well-being during the
lockdown did not appear to be unduly affected by social media
use. Kaya (2020) has argued that having similarly restricted
lifestyles and shared experiences during the pandemic may
have created a shift towards a more common shared purpose
of survival, such that well-being was not negatively affected
as a result of greater social media use. This view is partially
corroborated by the current study which suggested greater
psychological well-being (with respect to personal growth and
self-acceptance) during lockdown was significantly related to
having a greater number of Instagram followers and engaging
in more authentic online self-representation. Maintaining an
active social media follower network during lockdown may then
have contributed to protecting well-being, whereas conventional
social media posting behaviors such as images emphasizing
appearance, sociability or idealized lifestyles had no association
with well-being. These results also suggest that those who tend
to present their true self on Instagram were more likely to report
better psychological well-being following the start of lockdown,
in agreement with the experimental findings of Bailey et al. (2020)
regarding authentic self-presentation online and subjective well-
being examined prior to the pandemic.

A limitation of the current study is that the examination of
Instagram posting habits was restricted to the 3 months before
and immediately following the start of lockdown. This design was
used to ensure that image content related to a fixed point in time,
when participants were experiencing the same national events.
We argue that the images posted in the 3-month period before
lockdown would have been representative of users’ typical Insta-
gram posting activity, and that the images posted in the 3-month
period following the start of lockdown would be reflective of their
personal experience and response to the national crisis when
COVID-19 case rates began to rise and civil liberties were first
restricted. This fixed sampling approach was chosen in preference
to examining Instagram content posted concurrently at the same
time as the online survey being completed, or for the whole period
of lockdown because not all participants completed the online
survey at the same point in time. During the period between
November 2020 and January 2021 when the online survey was

conducted, several further changes to national restrictions were
introduced at different points which varied by region, including
the partial reopening of social venues in some locations, changes
to permitted group size gatherings, a three-tier lockdown system
based on local case rates, and a further national lockdown. It
follows that the range of personal freedoms, availability or volume
of content that participants had opportunities to post images
about would therefore, not have been consistent if Instagram
content had been sampled at different time points dependent
upon when participants were completing the survey.

It can be suggested that examining the relationship between
posting behavior and well-being data gathered several months
apart will naturally underestimate the size of the relationship
between variables, and so this limits the interpretation of the data.
However, this aspect of our study design was central to exploring
the research question of whether online self-presentation in
response to a crisis might be predictive of later well-being
during that crisis. The prediction of well-being responses from
antecedent behaviors is also a general approach which is well
established in the psychological literature (e.g. Ryan and Deci,
2001; Matthews et al., 2014). While the COVID-19 pandemic
undoubtedly impacted on national subjective well-being (e.g.
Möhring et al., 2021), previous research has also suggested
that psychological well-being is a characteristic which remains
relatively stable in individuals over time (Chamberlain and Zika,
1992; Nes et al., 2006). This arises because well-being not only is
responsive to external circumstances but also consists of more
enduring eudaimonic qualities (Ryff and Singer, 2008), including the
finding meaning in how we approach challenges in life, developing
a sense of personal growth and an awareness and acceptance of
one’s limitations. These are the specific dimensions of well-being
which were assessed by the Ryff well-being subscales selected
for the present study are thought to be less ephemeral than
more hedonic aspects of well-being, related to mood, pleasure or
happiness (Diener, 1984). There was therefore, no apriori reason at
the time of data collection to suspect that participants’ experience
at the time of lockdown could not be linked to well-being by virtue
of the study design adopted.

Subsequently, the progression of the pandemic within the UK
subsequently consisted of three separate lockdown periods, dur-
ing which guidelines and Government regulations changed sev-
eral times. It is therefore possible that participants’ psychological
condition, and the factors contributing to it, during this prolonged
period of isolation will have varied considerably from the first 3
months of lockdown, captured within their social media profile.
Given the retrospective nature of the current study, the well-being
of participants could also not be measured prior to, or at the
time of the first lockdown, such that absolute levels of well-being
during lockdown only could be examined, rather than changes in
well-being. The current study therefore only provides a snapshot
of participants’ initial responses while lockdown was still rela-
tively new, and how this was predictive of psychological responses
approximately 5–8 months later. Future research into posting
habits during the pandemic could usefully examine changes in
later posting habits, to fully explore how online self-presentation
may have altered throughout the entirety of the pandemic.

A further limitation of the current study is that university
students comprised approximately half of the sample population.
While there is no evidence to suspect that students were not also
affected psychological by the pandemic, it is possible that their
experience of the initial stages of lockdown may have differed
from those in other demographic groups, such as those in full-
time work or with family responsibilities. For example, the initial
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phase of lockdown provided a potential release from the regular
structure of university study for students, such that this may
not have been experienced to the same extent, as a personal
restriction. Moreover in the UK, students on more practically
focused courses were still able to attend university at different
points during lockdown such that changes to their everyday expe-
rience were less pronounced.

Given the two-part nature of the current study, a further
consideration was participant drop-out. Of the 177 participants
who completed the survey phase of the study, access to Instagram
accounts for the coding of images posted before and during
lockdown was available for only 73 participants. In most cases
(n = 69), incomplete data were due to participants not providing
access to their profile, with further participants (n = 36) being
excluded for not having posted any content on Instagram in
either the 3 months before lockdown, or first 3 months during
the lockdown. It is possible that those who experienced greater
difficulties during lockdown may have felt less comfortable
sharing personal content, or may have been more likely not to post
content, such that drop-out was non-random. An examination of
the survey data showed no significant differences to exist between
included and excluded groups, with respect to psychological
well-being, self-reported Instagram addiction or motivations for
online self-presentation. However, the possibility remains that
differences could have existed in the focus of images posted
by those who did not share access to their Instagram profile
that was beyond the reach of the current study, or that other
psychological differences existed between those who chose not to
engage with social media entirely during lockdown and those who
did. Exploring why people may discontinue use of social media at
times of national crisis and trauma could therefore, be a useful
area for exploration in further studies.

5. CONCLUSION
The current study provides empirical data regarding how social
media behaviors can be impacted by global events. Clear evidence
of a change in online posting habits and self-presentation among
Instagram users was found following the start of the pandemic,
although no evidence was found to support the hypothesis that
immediate shifts in the type of images posted were predictive
of psychological well-being further into lockdown. Other mech-
anisms of user interaction or engagement with social media,
independent of image choice, may therefore be more important
in determining the psychological impact of COVID-19 on Insta-
gram users. In particular, users’ overall sense of dependency
on Instagram during lockdown, and the degree to which their
online self-representation was authentic appeared more critical
to psychological well-being.
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