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Abstract 
 
Given the rapid technological advancement, social media and communication devices 
continue to grow exponentially. Hence, social networking has become a major 
communication method in contemporary society. As a mobile application, Instagram has been 
widely used for personal reasons as well as business activities. Due to the lack of literature in 
understanding why people use Instagram in emerging markets, the present study serves as 
groundwork to explore the subject matter in Malaysia. The theory of reasoned action (TRA) 
was adapted so as to provide theoretical base to explain specific beliefs about Instagram. This 
provides better understanding of attitude and usage behavior towards Instagram. Qualitative 
method was adopted by means of personal interview in order to elicit belief factors about 
Instagram. Thirty-four interviews were conducted on the basis of data replicability, and all 
transcriptions were subsequently analyzed using content analysis. Results indicate that 
behavioral beliefs about Instagram are composed of five factors, and they are labeled as 
personal gratification, features usefulness, socializing role, product information and 
entertainment. Normative beliefs, in turn, are made up by six factors, and they are labeled as 
siblings, relatives, close friends/peers, friends in general, Facebook friends, and application 
reviewers. This exploratory study contributes a fundamental knowledge about Instagram and 
social networking communication with a theoretical stance. From managerial standpoint, it 
also elucidates the effect of communication manner and people from the same age-group on 
adopting the product. 
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1. Introduction 

Social media plays a significant role at both individual and organizational levels in 

modern society. With the rapid growth of communication technologies (e.g. Internet and 

Smartphone), it has become a central tool in personal lifestyles and organizational activities 

(Berstrom & Backman, 2013). Social networking sites, such as Facebook and Twitter, are 

ubiquitously known, and have been utilized for various purposes. It has been claimed that 

teenagers as young as twelve have at least one social networking account (Endres, 2013). 

Given the prevalent use of social networking with no sign of abatement, this subject matter 

requires continual attention and assessment from research viewpoint. 

With the ongoing development of communication processes, people have gradually 

changed the manner they interact with each other and do things (Baisa & Thoyib, 2012). By 

utilizing social networking services, activities like making contacts and interacting with others 

have become more convenient (Bergstrom & Backman, 2013). This is because social 

networking focuses on initiating and building relationships, thus connecting people in an 

almost effortless yet effective manner (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). In terms of businesses, 

individuals and companies who sought for market expansions in the past had to target and 

search for new and different markets beyond their cultural zones and familiar boundaries. 

While there is no surety of success, such efforts have often proved to be costly and time-

consuming.  

Instagram was founded in 2010. It is a mobile application for Smartphone which is 

freely available in the Application Store (App Store) and Google Play (Bergstrom & 

Backman, 2013). Being mainly a photo-sharing application, Instagram has excelled as an 

effective communication and marketing tool to display products with visual descriptions. 

Hence, it becomes a useful social networking platform instantly to individuals and companies. 

Moreover, the acquisition of Instagram by Facebook has potentially made the application 

more attractive and appealing to millions of users. Despite the usefulness of Instagram as 

another social networking tool, little is known about specific beliefs about the use of this 

particular mobile application. Whether it is just another social networking channel or a better 

or more innovative communication tool, especially in the context of emerging markets, 

remains largely unknown. Hence, the purpose of this study is to explore the belief factors 

about the use of Instagram at the personal level using qualitative approach. By utilizing the 
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theory of reasoned action (TRA) as the theoretical basis, it attempts to identify behavioral and 

normative beliefs about Instagram. It is believed that such study will be a significant 

groundwork and precursor to further determine attitude and behavior of users towards 

Instagram and other networking-based communication technologies. 

2. Concept and Theory  

2.1 Social Networking 

Social networking is generally defined as a web-based communication platform that 

aims to connect individuals and develops social relationships (Wellman, 1996). It has become 

a pervasive interacting mechanism and the most popular online activity in recent years 

(Lenhart, 2009). It is even regarded as a form of habit because users tend to use it frequently 

or repeatedly (LaRose et al., 2011). Facebook, LinkedIn, MySpace and Twitter are some of 

the popular social networking sites that exemplify wide-ranging, attractive and innovative 

web-based services (Boyd, 2007; Watson-Manheim, 2011). 

One of the most appealing functions about social networking is that it allows users to 

create public, semi-public or private profiles within a bounded system, view or share 

information and develop virtual connection and interaction with others in a pragmatic manner 

(Boyd, 2011; Boyd & Ellison, 2007). Moreover, it can help compile and organize information 

that is of importance to the users, and provide links to expand contacts and connections 

(Adamic & Adar, 2005). Over the years, it has also become an efficient channel to send or 

receive emails, photos, and videos, in relevant social circles, like what Yahoo and Hotmail 

mainly do (Kaye, 2011). Given its usefulness and convenience in performing multiple tasks, it 

is of no surprise that Facebook has emerged as the most popular social networking site with 

over one billion users (Li & Agarwal, 2014). Twitter is another popular real-time information 

network due to its simplicity in connecting people throughout the world (Yayli et al., 2014). 

2.2 Instagram 

Instagram is generally known as a novel photo-sharing social networking platform 

(Chante et al., 2014; Salomon, 2013). Essentially, Instagram is a mobile-based application 

that enables users to take photos or pictures, apply the different manipulation tools to 

transform the appearance of images, and share them instantly with friends on different social 
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networking sites (Hochman & Schwartz, 2012). Although the application was just launched in 

2010, it has grown steadily and strongly. In 2013, it was estimated that Instagram had 100 

million users, and approximately four billion photos were uploaded and displayed (Abbott et 

al., 2013). In a more recent estimation, it is reported that around 75 million people are using 

Instagram on a daily basis, and approximately 16 billion photos are uploaded and shared with 

other users (Smith, 2014). 

Instagram reaches the younger generation, and appeals to diverse societies more 

prevailingly than other social networking services (Abbott et al., 2013; Salomon, 2013). It has 

been reported that youngsters today spend more time on Instagram than Facebook (Salomon, 

2013). This is likely because young mobile users are extremely driven to take photos or 

pictures using their mobile phones, and share them with others instantly (Abbott et al., 2013). 

As such, the sharing of images rather than words alone has made communication with friends 

and broader groups of users who share similar interests more ideal, convenient and fascinating 

(Bakhshi et al., 2013).  

On another note, by connecting physical and digital realms, Instagram enhances online 

presence and identity, and allows more effective interaction not only for personal reasons, but 

also for business purposes (Abbott et al., 2013). Since it performs like a social media channel 

where individuals, companies, vendors and interest groups can easily join in, photos or 

pictures which are uploaded from any of them can be posted again, thus speeding up 

dissemination of information (Chante et al., 2014). Consequently, many traditional offline 

organizations have slowly incorporated social networking services into their businesses in 

order to reach and communicate with their actual and potential consumers more efficiently. 

Additionally, Instagram has also been found useful in other fields, such as academia 

(Salomon, 2013), and medical industry (Chante et al., 2014). 

2.3 Theoretical Consideration 

Notwithstanding exploratory study, the theory of reasoned action (TRA) is 

appropriated as the underlying premise to look into beliefs about the use of Instagram (Ajzen 

& Fishbein, 1980). TRA provides a clear framework constructed by behavioral belief, 

normative belief, attitude, subjective norm and behavioral intention. Attitude and subjective 

norm are both the predictors of behavioral intention though most studies have suggested the 

former provides a better estimation that the latter (Farley et al., 1981; Oliver & Bearden, 
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1985). Attitude and subjective norm, in turn, are predicted by behavioral beliefs and 

normative beliefs respectively (Brackett & Carr, 2001; Ducoffe, 1996; Pollay & Mittal, 1993; 

Wang et al., 2009). Despite being developed in 1970s, TRA is still being widely used in 

recent studies, including those related to technologies in both western and eastern contexts 

(Grandon, 2005; Ramayah et al., 2009; Shih & Fang, 2004). 

2.4 Behavioral and Normative Beliefs 

Beliefs are generally defined as specific statements about the attributes of objects 

(Pollay & Mittal, 1993). As such, they unveil the orientation of attitude and subjective norm 

and provide better understanding to consumer behavior. The usefulness of behavioral and 

normative beliefs in predicting attitude and subjective norm respectively is well documented 

(Ramayah et al., 2009; Thompson et al., 1994; Thompson & Thompson, 1996). It is therefore 

surmised that elicitation of behavioral and normative beliefs about Instagram is pivotal in 

gaining insights into the formation of attitude and subjective norm, and hence usage intention 

and behaviour towards Instagram (Ajzen, 1991). 

3. Propositions Development 

Despite having a good number of studies on social networking, little is known about 

the specific views of users about Instagram with theoretical support (Abbott et al., 2013; 

Sema, 2013a; Salomon, 2013). Specifically, there is no empirical research to date that 

investigates behavioral and normative beliefs about the use of Instagram. Consequently, there 

is no basis to assume similarities or differences between the use of Instagram and other social 

networking products. Moreover, as studies on Instagram are predominantly done in western 

context, how consumers in emerging markets perceive Instagram remains largely unanswered 

(Sema, 2013a; Salomon, 2013). Given the prevalent use of Instagram in developing countries, 

it is therefore crucial to revisit TRA so as to explore the phenomenon in Malaysia and elicit 

specific beliefs about the application. This will also provide a platform to future quantitative 

studies of the subject matter. Hence, two propositions are developed for the present study as 

follows: 

P1: There will be specific descriptions of behavioral beliefs about the use of Instagram by 

Malaysians 
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P2: There will be specific descriptions of normative beliefs about the use of Instagram by 

Malaysians 

4. Methodology 

Being a pioneer in developing countries, Malaysia was selected as the research site for 

the present study. As the population is made up by the Malays, Chinese and Indians and other 

racial and cultural groups, it makes Malaysia a well representative of Asia (Department of 

Statistics, 2010). To realize Vision 2020 and the goal of becoming a developed and 

industrialized country, Malaysia has emerged as a promising investment hub and a lucrative 

market for multi-businesses and mega projects (Malaysian Rating Corporation Berhad, 2011). 

As such, Malaysian consumers are by no means laggards in adopting new technologies. 

Hence, it is of great interest to look into their beliefs about the use of Instagram. 

Given the exploratory nature of the study, personal interviews was deemed the most 

useful qualitative approach in assimilating in-depth information (Perry, 1998). Therefore, the 

concept of saturation by means of data replication rather than data generalizability, which is 

commonly used in quantitative studies to extrapolate the findings, was the driving principle in 

data collection and analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Nevertheless, a sample of minimum of 

30 respondents was predetermined at the outset in order to ascertain whether similar themes 

had started to replicate with additional interviews (Charmaz, 2006). Respondents were 

selected by means of purposeful sampling strategy to ensure the sample was representative of 

the population in Malaysia (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007). 

Before the actual interview, a pilot study was carried out with two persons in separate 

occasions to check whether interview questions were clear enough for respondents to give 

relevant responses (Dicicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). Funnel approach, beginning with 

broad questions, such as ‘What comes to mind when you think about Instagram’ and ‘Could 

you tell me the people, whom you regard as important, who would like to see you use 

Instagram’, and ending with specific queries about the reasons behind behavioral and 

normative beliefs, was adopted in interview (Churchill & Iacobucci, 2005; Hair et al., 2006). 

The actual interview took place in December of 2013, and 34 interviews were consequently 

conducted. Most interviews were conducted at respondents’ homes to ensure their comfort 

during interview sessions (Evers & De Boer, 2007; Rubin & Rubin, 2005). All interviews 
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were audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed. Transcripts were later checked to match 

against audio records (Kurasaki, 2000). Content analysis was used as it not only focuses on 

frequency counts (Wilkinson, 2000), but also allows for coding of themes in qualitative data 

(Ryan & Bernard, 2000). Accordingly, themes pertaining to belief in the transcripts were 

firstly coded by three coders independently, and were later put together to gauge inter-coder 

agreement (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

5. Findings and Discussions 

Table 1 shows the demographic profile of 34 respondents. Since Instagram is a 

relatively new mobile application, all the respondents are either students or young working 

adults. 

 

Table 1: Respondent Profile 

Variable Frequency Percentage 
Gender Male 15 44.12 

Female 19 55.88 
Race Malay 15 44.12 

Chinese 12 35.29 
Iban 5 14.71 
Others 2 5.88 

Residence Sarawak 15 44.12 
Sabah 2 5.88 
Peninsular Malaysia 17 50.00 

Employment 
Status 

Students 21 61.76 
Working adults 13 38.24 

 

Table 2, in turn, presents a list of behavioral and normative beliefs using content 

analysis. Five factors were elicited and coded as themes for behavioral beliefs, and they are 

personal gratification, features usefulness, socializing role, product information and 

entertainment. Six factors were found as themes for normative beliefs, and they are siblings, 

relatives, close friends/peers, friends in general, Facebook friends and application reviewers. 
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Table 2: Themes of Behavioral and Normative Beliefs 

Behavioral Beliefs  Normative Beliefs 
1. Personal Gratification 1. Siblings 
2. Features Usefulness 2. Relatives 
3. Socializing Role 3. Close friends/peers 
4. Product Information  4. Friends in general 
5. Entertainment 5. Facebook friends  

6. Application reviewers 
 

5.1 Behavioral Beliefs 

Personal gratification is found to be a prominent behavioral belief about Instagram. It 

expresses a person’s act to satisfy his or her own desire. Despite having multiple functions, 

the use of Instagram is more for personal indulgence as the purposes of using it revolves 

around what they just did either for their own keeping or for displaying to others. They are 

driven to tell their friends or followers about themselves and their activities.  

 

With Instagram, I can easily upload photos on what I eat and where I go instantly to 

show off to my friends and followers (Interviewee 01).  

I used to share photos of every event happening in my current life as the photos can 

be viewed in the public by other Instagram users (Interviewee 11). 

 

Features usefulness is another noticeable behavioral belief as it explains the attributes 

or characteristics of Instagram and why it is useful to the users. It has some of the features 

which other social networking sites have, but it is superior in photo-sharing and editing 

compartment. Photo taking, editing, filtering and posting seem to be popular to the young 

generation, and it may well be the cutting edge of Instagram. 

 

Instagram is the only social medium which has an advanced photo editor to produce 

better photo results before uploading to my profile (Interviewee 02).  

Instagram can be connected with other social media such as Facebook and Twitter 

and that is very convenient as I can upload photos to these social media at the same 

time (Interviewee 14).  

Hash tag is a very useful feature in Instagram where it helps advertise and publicize 

my photos to other users. Hence, they can browse my photos on the page where my 

photos are hash tagged (Interviewee 15). 
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Socializing role is one of the primary reasons most people are using social networking 

sites, including Instagram. It makes connection with friends and other social groups more 

convenient, be it making new friends or maintaining friendships. Instagram enables users to 

interact with others, especially those with similar interests.  

 

For my friends who are not active on Facebook, I can stalk their photos on Instagram 

to know more about their current activities or lifestyles (Interviewee 23). 

I am able to browse my followers, bloggers and even celebrities’ photos and comment 

on their posts to build and maintain relationships (Interviewee 12).  

 

The sharing of product information happens when users post and share information 

about certain products on Instagram. As a result, the posted information can be viewed by 

their friends or followers and re-posted or shared to larger circle of friends. Instagram makes 

full use of its strength in photo-sharing, and thus becomes a preferred platform to share 

information and interaction with others. Some users prefer Instagram over Facebook because 

of its edge in sharing information that is of relevance to them. 

 

I like to browse photos posted by branded companies on Instagram to know their 

latest trends and promotions (Interviewee 06). 

I always search for information about dieting and eating healthily in the page where 

photos are hash tagged by relevant labels (Interviewee 30).  

 

Entertainment is also found to be a behavioral belief about Instagram. Users use 

Instagram because the application is fun. They find joy and amusement in taking photos and 

browsing for information. They either spend substantial time on the application or use it 

whenever they have free time.  

 

I entertain myself by browsing my followers’ photos on Instagram when I am free 

(Interviewee 03). 

I use Instagram for entertainment because its posts have fewer words but more 

photos which is more preferable to view during my free time (Interviewee 07).  
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5.2 Normative Beliefs  

Even in the presence of Facebook and other popular social networking sites, Instagram 

took Malaysian population, especially the young generation, by storm. It is found that people 

were significantly affected by users around them before using Instagram. The findings show 

that their siblings and relatives are two normative factors explaining why they are motivated 

to comply with. 

 

I started using Instagram when I saw my sister and cousin using their phones to take 

and upload photos (Interviewee 26). 

 

Close friends/peers at schools, universities or workplaces are driving factors why users 

started using Instagram. Since it is a photo-sharing application, it causes them to continue 

using it to stay connected with each other even when they are apart. 

 

My course mates often took pictures and uploaded them to Instagram when we had 

lunch together. Eventually, I went to download the apps as well to keep up to date 

with them (Interviewee 02). 

 

My colleagues convinced me to use it because they often posted photos which they 

would not be sharing on Facebook (Interviewee 18). 

 

Users are also affected by their friends in general in the use of Instagram. They can 

easily see the growing popularity of the application. 

 

My university friends influenced me to use Instagram to increase the number of their 

followers… and I know a lot of these followers (Interviewee 07).  

 

Given the widespread use of Facebook and how photos or pictures taken by Instagram 

can be displayed on Facebook, it explains why Facebook friends are another factor that 

attracts or compels them to download the application and use it. 
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I saw many photos posted by my Facebook friends and they were taken through 

Instagram… so I went to download the apps and that is when I started using it 

(Interviewee 14). 

 
Finally, application reviewers can also affect the use of Instagram. Since it has become 

convenient to download application from Google Playstore in their phones and many of these 

applications are free, downloading and using Instagram becomes an apparent choice. It is 

claimed that Instagram was the most downloaded application with high rating for quite some 

time. 

 

I get to know and use Instagram from Google Playstore in my phone because of its top 

downloaded rate and good reviews from the users (Interviewee 05). 

6. Implications and Conclusion 

Social networking has become an important communication method to connect 

individuals and organizations effectively. Unlike conventional communication media, social 

networking site utilizes its interactive images to make the content more informative and 

representational (Gilbert et al., 2014). On a personal level, it is a popular online social 

platform to interact with friends (Subrahmanyam et al., 2008). Users find social networking 

particularly useful in sharing information and getting connected with their friends (Sema, 

2013b). From the managerial standpoint, such online activities are crucial to companies as 

substantial amount of users can make decision through social networking communication. 

Social networking sites, such as Facebook, Twitter, MySpace and also Instagram, are more 

than often used as a hub to meet and share ideas, thus making purchasing decisions about 

certain products (Barczyk & Duncan, 2011). Hence, there is a significant increase of 

companies, including small businesses, utilizing social networking sites to market products 

and communicate with their consumers (Leskovec et al., 2007). It has become an 

indispensable platform to get more customers and generate favorable attitude and intention in 

the marketplace in order to yield desired outcome.  

 

Two implications can be drawn from the findings of the present study. Firstly, the 

elicitation of five behavioral beliefs about Instagram with theoretical foundation demonstrates 

the antecedents of Malaysians’ attitude towards Instagram. It provides a better prediction and 
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explanation to why and how attitude is formed. From the qualitative data, it is evident that 

while Instagram shares some similarities with other social networking sites, such as personal 

gratification and entertainment, it is superior in terms of its photo-sharing feature and 

simplicity or directness in providing visualized descriptions about products. This may well 

explain why the young generation is particularly attracted by it (Kaye, 2011). Hence, it is 

imperative for marketers and managers alike to consider how communication is done with the 

targeted market, instead of just what message is delivered in the context of developing 

countries. 

 

Secondly, the elicitation of six normative beliefs about Instagram also provides 

knowledge about users’ motivation to comply with relevant persons when it comes to using 

new application. While there is no influence from their parents or the elderly, the findings 

show concrete evidence of the impact of people who are of the same age, such as their 

siblings, close friends and friends in general in the context of developing markets. 

Interestingly, the photo-sharing behavior by Facebook friends is also one of the main reasons 

why users download and use it. All these beliefs shape their subjective norm, which will in 

turn explain behavioral intention towards Instagram. Again, it is critical for marketers and 

managers alike to realize that social networking behavior is a contemporary phenomenon. 

Therefore, it is not something that users inherit from older generations. The positive influence 

from siblings and friends, including Facebook friends, is important especially when it comes 

to new and innovative products. Such understanding will assist companies in coming out with 

comprehensive strategies to not only target the users directly but also use referents to generate 

interest among potential users.  

 

Despite using TRA as underlying premise to explore behavioral and normative beliefs 

about Instagram, future quantitative research is needed to validate the themes in the present 

study, and investigate the relationships between beliefs, attitude, subjective norm and 

behavioral intention towards Instagram empirically with a larger sample in Malaysia. 

Comparisons between products promoted through Instagram and other social networking sites 

can also be conducted so as to provide insights into consumer behaviors and advertising 

effectiveness. Even though Instagram is predominantly used by younger generation, the 

adoption of social networking can be examined from generation perspective. Unlike the older 

generations, young people today are born with technological products. Hence, the views of 
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teenagers about Instagram may be different from that of young adults. It is believed that these 

studies will enhance not only the understanding of Instagram usage, but also contribute 

additional knowledge to users’ behavior towards future social networking sites and mobile 

applications.  
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