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Social Exchanges in the Digital Media

Abstract

This research explores how social relationships and exchanges in the digital sphere can be
framed as gift practice. Many qualitative studies have been exploring the processes of social
exchanges between individuals thanks to the concept of gift theory (Mauss, 1954). As result,
this study aims to analyse the salient patterns of social exchanges on Instagram using the
theoretical and conceptual framework of the gift-giving practice. | analysed the content of 15
face-to-face interviews and I conducted a netnography to appreciate the media users’
experience and social interactions on the Instagram platform. This research, led by an
interpretive and phenomenological approach, focuses specifically on food-related contents to
understand the forms and dynamics of social exchanges on Instagram. Previous research on
digital media has given credence to reciprocal exchanges which encourages social relationships
and boosts the users’ social capital. Reciprocal exchanges in a community can create
unbalanced relationships and can lead to a sense of ‘indebtedness’ (Marcoux, 2009). Scholars
provide evidence for this new tendency that challenges the idealised vision of the gift giving
practice. Not only does the research aim to understand how the practice of giving online
(sharing, posting, commenting, ‘liking’) create bonds and boost social capital but it also
explores the notion of obligation in the digital social environment. The findings indicate that
the use of Instagram can be both beneficial and detrimental for users’ sociality and
psychological well-being. Digital exchanges can expand users’ social network, increase social
capital, prompt users to feel that they belong actively to a social group, and ensure self-
presentation. Nevertheless, the use of the digital platform reveals detrimental aspects, such as
generating indebtedness, social comparison, jealousy, misunderstandings, anxiety and

loneliness.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

“Look at this blueberry-acai bowl! Oh wait, scroll down, scroll down, this one...
I love this coffee shop. It’s this new trendy coffee shop in city centre, they make
such Instagramable cocktails and ice-cream sandwiches! For sure | am going next
Saturday with a friend, we will take pictures! We need to get two different

flavours though... to make sure we have nice shots to get tones of ‘likes’!”.

Excerpt from one of my female participants, 24, from London.

December 2017, BBC news posted an online article entitled “Picture perfect? How
Instagram changed the food we eat”, in which Sarah Lee, BBC reporter, argued that chefs
and restaurateurs adjust menus to create meals that look good on a smartphone camera.
The article highlights the growing trend of the aesthetically polished food pictures being
posted on the Instagram platform. Similarly, on November 2016, Ruby Tandoh, blogger

and columnist at the Guardian, has argued:

“I often post pictures of my food online before I have tasted it. I take the photo,
adjust the brightness, contrast and saturation, upload it to my social media
accounts and rejoice in how amazing it is. Sometimes, when | go on to eat the
food in front of me, I don’t even like it. That pretty orange and pistachio thing I
made is bitter because the oranges have gone rancid. The photogenic
Italian sfogliatella pastry, which | bought more or less entirely to take a photo of,
is actually pretty tough. I am left chewing the pastry long after the ‘likes’ have

stopped trickling in. The interaction was sweet while it lasted, though”

What if Instagram is changing the way one exchanges and what one communicates in the
digital world? This study investigates whether digital social exchanges can be understood
by using the codes of gift-giving practice conceptualised by Marcel Mauss (1954), and

the extent to which digital exchange practices increase social capital and benefit the users’



social lives. The study uses the theory of the gift to understand the social norms around
social exchanges in the digital community of Instagram. In this research, the term
community is being used to refer to individuals using the same platform to share common
interests, hobbies, lifestyles, location, beliefs. The Instagram community represents a
collection of people, who are able to learn, post and connect with each other through the

platform.

My MA thesis focused on the impact that digital media has on media users’ food
perception. This research has inspired me to interrogate thoroughly the way individuals
exchange content in the digital sphere. My held beliefs on social interactions drove me
to reconcile traditional concepts of anthropological knowledge with contemporary digital
technologies. Reflecting on my personal position as a digital media user, | realised that
my involvement and participation within the digital sphere enabled me to instantly
connect with my friends through my devices, and | wondered whether digital platforms
change the way individuals exchange socially. As most people around me use social
devices to communicate and interact, | questioned how the embedded structures of digital
platforms became rooted in individual practices to communicate back and forth and share
their experiences. | asked myself the true meaning of a digital ‘like’, a post or a comment
used by individuals to connect with each other through visual media. How can social
exchange and interactions in the digital sphere be conceptualised and understood? Many
qualitative studies have investigated the processes of social exchanges between
individuals through the concept of gift theory. Gift exchange is a pervasive form of
human interaction with significant social, cultural, and economic implications. The
anthropologist Marcel Mauss (1954) developed the concept of relationship exchanges by
exploring archaic tribes and cultures. He provides an understanding of gift exchange from
anthropological and sociological examinations of archaic societies. Mauss came to the
conclusion that the practice of social exchanges established connectedness between
people as the practice of giving gifts is a fundamental part of human relationships (Mauss,
1954). Researchers (Leeds, 1963; Schwarz, 1967; Sahlins, 1972; Sherry, 1983; Roberts,
1990; Belk and Coon, 1993; Levi-Strauss, 1996; Kollock, 1999; Lampel and Bhalla,
2007; Marcoux, 2009; Caillé, 2010; Skageby, 2010) have then used this pioneer piece of

work to explore societies and to develop theories of social exchanges.



The assumption of gift-giving is that it provides social capital by strengthening the
potential future benefits each side might expect from the other. Gouldner (1973: 247)
presents gift exchange as a “concrete and special mechanism involved in the maintenance
of any stable social system”. Gift-giving allows an individual to communicate his
willingness to invest in a relationship in the future distancing from an economic value
(Mauss, 1954). Early work on the model of reciprocity and the gift-giving practice have
paved the way for researchers to focus on social relationship dynamics in both offline
and online social communities (Sahlins, 1972; Marcoux, 2009; Pelaprat and Brown,
2012). New models of social exchange and reciprocity have therefore been established
by scholars while exploring 21% century communities. Gift exchange adopts a logic that
reproduces social bonds (Mauss, 1954; Malinowski, 1922; Sahlins, 1972). Within the gift
economy, the voluntary transfer of goods is part of the expected social behaviour. Gift-
giving can therefore be described as a cyclical process of mutual reinforcement driven by

a moral norm of reciprocity.

However, past research has identified that the gift economy can indebt individuals and
make them feel obliged to return a gift to achieve a balanced relationship (Marcoux, 2009;
Sahlins, 1972; Roberts, 1990). Gift-giving creates an environment that encourages the
demonstration of status, social emulation, rivalry and indebtedness. Several scholars
(Shwartz, 1967; Sahlins, 1972; Marcoux, 2009) highlight the notions of rivalry,
inferiority and social pressure that are all subject to the obligation of reciprocity.
Reciprocal exchanges in a community can create unbalanced relationships and can lead
to a sense of ‘indebtedness’ (Marcoux, 2009). The exchanges of gift are subject to a logic
of debt, which derives its strength from its economic utility and from the constraining
power of the moral obligation of reciprocity that binds together creditors and debtors.
Past research on gift-giving practices present the social obligations to reciprocate in order
to maintain one’s social status. Reciprocity thus is an essential part of maintaining

friendship, boosting social capital and displaying one’s status.

This research presents the similarities between Mauss’ archaic societies and the digital
media communities by evaluating the practice of gift-giving and assessing how digital
media fits into Mauss’ framework. The gift economy opposes the market economy; it
presents an economy outside any forms of hegemonic market exchange. While the gift

exchanges express the establishment of a new relationship or an existing one on the one



hand, the impersonal market relationships express material advantage on the other hand.
Researchers have thus highlighted the limits of the gift economy and the struggles of
unpaid gifts in our contemporary society. Different forms of obligations and
responsibilities have emerged from the gift economy and which lead individuals to
experience feelings of social pressure and indebtedness (Marcoux, 2009). Regulated and
compulsory reciprocal exchanges in the social sphere create an asymmetry in gift-giving
relations that challenge the norms of idealised and balanced reciprocity. Social
exchanges established in the ‘old’ media are redesigned by virtual tools which offer new
conventions in relationships. While much of our understanding of gift exchange comes
from anthropological studies (Mauss, 1954; Malinowski, 1922) more recent studies have
focused on virtual social exchanges to explain computer mediated communication
practices (Skageby, 2010; Peleprat and Brown, 2012; Ellison et al. 2014) that explore the
social process of gift-giving. Nevertheless, a limited social science literature exists

concerning the scope of social platforms and digital exchanges.

Digital social exchanges are increasing every year with the birth of new social platforms
that reduce geographical and temporal barriers to social exchanges. People share
hundreds of millions of photos daily through social media platforms such as Facebook,
Instagram, Snapchat and Twitter (Pew Research Centre, 2018). These social spaces of
networked public culture (Boyd 2008; Boyd and Ellison 2007) allow individuals to
communicate by giving, receiving and reciprocating digital contents (images, videos,
comments, ‘likes’). However, little prior work has examined the consequences of sharing,
receiving and reciprocating digital content on consumers’ personal lives and sociality. As
digital technologies are means of communication and social exchanges, it has become
progressively more important to understand and to study both the content being created

and the resulting exchanges that the content creates.

The Instagram platform encourages social exchanges through visual-based media
practices: double tap ‘likes’ exchanges, captions, comments, hashtags using the # symbol
to describe the pictures and videos, and by tagging other users using the @ symbol.
Additional efforts need to be devoted to better understand how the image-based platform
mediates social bonds and affects media users’ sociality. Digital interactions (posts, tags,
comments, ‘likes’) offer an opportunity to understand the social dynamics of modern-day

gift-giving. The photo-sharing app Instagram, enables its users to share visual content



with their phones (Instagram, 2018). Instagram’s 14 filters allow users to incorporate
images of their everyday activity and to construct narratives of their lives and sense of
self (Van House, 2007; Fox and Rooney, 2015). The use of social media platforms
reflects and sustains relationships by telling stories and stressing the notion of
“togetherness” (Van House, 2007). While some document the benefits of social
exchanges in the digital sphere regarding the sustainability of relationships, social capital
gain and peer recognition (Rheingold, 1993; Kollock, 1999; Hars and Ou, 2002; Lampel
and Bhalla, 2007; Bryant and Marmo, 2012; Seidman, 2013; Lee et al. 2015), some have
suggested social media damages relationships (Chen and Lee, 2013), and triggers users
to construct advantageous visual representations of themselves (Van House, 2007; Fox
and Rooney, 2015; Manovich, 2016). Photographs are important elements with regard to
identity (Goffman, 1959) and the construction of authenticity in online environments
(Burns, 2014; van Dijck, 2008). This creative ability has led to the authenticity of digital
exchanges to be questioned and the beneficial or detrimental outcomes of digital

reciprocal exchanges to be discussed.

The burgeoning use of social media raises concerns about the effects of its use on the
users’ social and personal lives. If digital interactions can be linked to negative outcomes,
researchers need to devote more attention to understanding the process of exchanges and
social norms that rule the digital sphere. Numerous studies present a correlation between
social media use and negative outcomes, for instance depression, anxiety, compulsive
behaviour, loneliness, self-presentational concern and narcissism (Kraut et al. 1998;
Turkle, 2011; Kross et al. 2013; Steers et al. 2014; Barasch et al. 2018).

This research aims to comprehend the impact of digital exchanges on the users’ social
bonds, relationship maintenance and social capital gain. It aims to extend and develop
past research that discussed the paradox of the internet that failed to meet the important
functions of socialising and communicating (Kraut et al. 1998). Since then, the debate
has evolved and focused on how social media tools mediate social relationships.
Technology has changed the way individuals communicate and how they view
relationships (Turkle, 2011). As several recent studies have hypothesised that social
media has a negative effect on users’ happiness, and satisfaction with life, it seems
essential to provide an updated account of the use of the newest platforms of exchange

such as Instagram, to explore whether it strengthens social bonds, community belonging



and relationship maintenance, and to also assess whether digital exchanges play a
significant role in affecting loneliness, generating social pressure or feelings of

indebtedness.

As digital exchanges are a relatively novel form of social communication that involve
social networking platforms, the study expects to discover the spectrum of outcomes
generated by these exchanges whether adding value or being detrimental to the users’

social and personal life.

Social media is a relatively new development which can be used to reflect the transparent
social exchanges between individuals. One way to observe this is by looking at food
images shared on Instagram. Food aims to successfully present the process of digital
exchange, and how individuals select pictures to be shared with their community. In the
present study, the descriptions provided by the participants of the food they shared,
provides an awareness of the neglected phenomenon of the digital-focused lived

experiences of individuals who contribute daily to the sphere.

Not only is food a wide-spread content in social media, it also conveys meaningful details
about an individual (Brillat-Savarin, 1825). Food media contents are displayed and
shared in social platforms such as Instagram, Pinterest and Facebook (Murphy, 2010).
Thanks to food-related posts in the digital community, | am able to analyse the meanings
attached to these posts. Indeed, the study of the media users’ involvement in the digital
sphere and the exploration of their online posts (comments, pictures, videos, descriptions)
aims to discover whether the notions of social capital and obligations are intertwined with
the digital gift-giving practice. Food posts are the empirical entry point to study more
general phenomenon. Food posts enable me to understand how digital content can be
associated with value, and how it can be transcribed into social capital. The notions of
social capital and obligations are essential to explore to provide an in-depth

understanding of the community members’ digital involvement and gift-giving practices.



The theoretical problem lies in the lack of research and documentation on reciprocal
exchanges in the digital sphere and the outcomes provided by their digital participation
on a social level. Different contents could have been used to explore reciprocal
exchanges, and would have suited this phenomenological study. The aim of this study is
not to provide an analysis of the food-related contents being exchanged on Instagram, but
rather to use this empirical focus to explore the visual representations and understand the
nuts and bolts of digital reciprocal exchanges. The study could have indeed focused on
travel—related, cosmetics-related, or sports-related pictures to offer equally rich personal

accounts of the users’ experiences and social exchanges.

On Instagram, food-related posts provide a means for expressing an abstract significance
of social systems and cultural values. The exploration of food related content allows to
understand digital posts by making sense of their functional role on the platform. A digital
post presents a context rich in meaning that enables me to better identify the dynamics of
exchanges, the reciprocal rules of conduct in addition to the potential detrimental effects
nurtured by digital participation. Food is adequate to identify how technology shapes
social exchanges and triggers users to reciprocate the exchanges. It is an empirical focus
that enables me to explore whether digital exchanges require a moral obligation or indebt
the users towards their community. Whether reciprocal exchanges are detrimental or
beneficial and whether technology helps to maintain or threatens relationships are
contemporary issues of controversy. Digital posts in the mediated environment enables
me to assess potential anxiety of visual representation that leads to further enhancement
of detrimental effects linked with digital reciprocal exchanges. This thesis’ focus on food
provides the means to answer my interrogations thanks to the material and symbolic
significance of food (Levi-Strauss, 1970; Douglas, 1975; Bourdieu, 1984; Belk, 1996).

As past research (Mauss, 1954; Sherry, 1983; Gregory,1982; Godbout, 1998; Caillé,
2005) distinguish the gift economy from the market economy, it is essential to understand
the mechanisms of digital exchanges and discover the outcomes whether beneficial or
detrimental to the users’ social and personal life. Theories on social bond maintenance

and indebtedness start the process of understanding but there are many gaps that need to



be filled in order to obtain a complete picture of what social exchanges on Instagram
mean. It is therefore important to include a phenomenological approach in order to
comprehend the users’ social experiences on Instagram. There is a gap in the literature
regarding the meanings and essence of the social exchanges of lived experiences by the
users. Addressing the current research gap provides media users an opportunity to tell
their stories, to conceptualise the forms of exchanges and to identify the social norms of

exchanges in the digital sphere.

There are surprisingly few studies where Instagram is the subject of investigation. Further
discussions and research are needed to explore how social relationships are maintained,
disrupted, challenged or enhanced via digital media as an increasingly pervasive interface
or context for the practices and experiences of everyday life. Why is this interesting?
There is a general debate going on about what it means to participate and interact in a
digital environment. How do individuals benefit from the tools offered by digital
platforms to construct their image, show appreciation, maintain bonds and how do
individuals handle feelings of frustration, jealousy and loneliness linked with the use of
social media? Researchers have pointed out the paradox of the internet and the
controversy of being simultaneously permanently connected to each other while

ultimately feeling alone.

Besides, the literature is not sufficient due to a change of communication landscape with
the use of social networking sites. As social sites are constantly evolving, it is crucial
that researchers understand the social practices of newer social platforms. For instance,
new types of social media based primarily on images have emerged such as Instagram,
which provides digital exchanges dominated by visual content, contrary to other
platforms that rely more on written content (Facebook or Twitter). As a result, the image-
sharing platform (Instagram) differentiates itself from traditional blogs and lengthy
written content, by offering visual contents that encourage individuals to generate content
and interact with other users. The platform of investigation, Instagram, gives access to
newer forms of social exchanges and communication being used by the younger
generation which is moving away from older platforms such as Facebook (Stern, 2013).
The features of Instagram result in different outcomes regarding social bonds and identity

that need to be explored.



There is an ongoing debate, not solely among academics but also within popular culture,
as to whether social media strengthens an individual’s social capital, whether cost-free
interactions indebt individuals and whether digital tools are detrimental to the well-being
of its users. This thesis addresses these questions subjectively, from the point of view of
Instagram users, and explores the process of interactions, codes of exchanges and the

notion of reciprocity that takes place in the digital sphere.

This is a qualitative multi-method study that contributes to past research on social
exchanges and gift-giving exchanges. This study examines if digital social interactions
enrich one’s social capital, social status and prestige. Are social interactions providing a
sense of belonging that entitles individuals to reproduce reciprocal exchange under a form
of moral obligation? | use food-related contents to understand the patterns of exchanges
between media users and their social activity. This study adds to previous research by
exploring how people exchange on Instagram, and how these interactions are related to
an individual’s social capital, by focusing on the lived experiences of the posters

themselves.

The research broadens the understanding of the impact of visual-based digital tools on
social interactions, individuals’ identity and the maintenance of social bonds. Practically,
the study complements anthropological work on how societies maintain relationships and
social cohesion, and contributes with guidelines on how Instagram is being used as a
communication tool. It begins with the exploration of Mauss’ findings on the archaic
tribes by exploring how relationships affect social practices. The thesis is concerned with
the role of the gift practice in digital social communities and how individuals experience
reciprocal exchanges in the digital environment. A body of literature has linked the use
of social media and social exchanges with anxiety, depression and loneliness (Campbell
et al. 2002; Chou and Edge, 2002; Krau et al. 2002; Kross, 2013; Clark et al. 2017;
Stapleton et al. 2017). These studies contradict Mauss’ premise that social exchanges are
known to build alliances and boost social capital. This research therefore explores how
social relationships and exchanges in the digital sphere can be framed as gift practice.
My aim is to demonstrate that the concepts of reciprocity and exchange from the

anthropological view of Mauss are still essential in contemporary social sciences. Gift-



giving appears as a universal behaviour that can be applied in different settings and time

scales to interpret social forms of exchange.

The findings contribute new insights into the adoption of digital exchanges, modern-day
gift exchange practices, and conceptualise behaviour of exchanges in digital settings. The
study offers information to better comprehend social relationships and provides an
updated account of social exchanges in the digital sphere. In addition, this
phenomenological study can have compelling implications for consumer behaviour, and
can be relevant when social relationship practices are being explored in different social
platforms (not only image-based ones). It will both be useful to the marketing food
industry and to social sciences in order to understand better consumer social exchanges,
behaviour and perception in the digital food-related environment. Furthermore, findings
from the present study can identify potential benefits or detrimental effects when newer

social platforms are being examined.

I focus on Mauss’ concept of the gift-giving theory (1954) to understand the process of
exchange between media users in the digital sphere. Mauss’ theory enables me to explore
whether the gift-giving practice facilitates social exchanges and improves social bonds
in the digital world, in what ways do digital postings comprise social exchanges and how

best to conceptualise those exchanges (i.e. as market vs gift practices of exchanges)?

Gift-giving theory also helps to describe whether value becomes associated with
particular objects of exchange and increases media users’ social capital. Indeed,
Bourdieu’s concept of social capital (1986) is relevant to this research in order to
understand the reasons why media users take part in the online communities. The core
idea of this concept suggests that social networks have value and provide benefits within
social groups. Social exchanges and reciprocity can lead an individual to experience
feelings of obligation and indebtedness towards other individuals within a community. |
therefore explore whether Marcoux’s ‘sense of indebtedness’ (2009) is applicable to

members of the digital sphere. This notion refers to the social pressure and obligation
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that social exchanges can create within a community. | therefore explore the scope of
social obligation in digital mediated relationships that result in either friendships or

rivalries.

The qualitative study uses two types of data collection that build on one another. First, I
conduct personal interviews on digital social exchanges and interactions with Instagram
users. Then, | conduct a netnographic research to understand the mechanisms of
exchanges from the inner perspective on the research problem. The purpose of this
phenomenological study is to understand and describe the lived experiences of Instagram
users. The combination of research methods allows for a more in-depth examination of
the meanings the participants ascribe to their social experiences and exchanges within the
digital community in order to understand the forms of social capital, social

responsibilities and obligation.

Participating in the exchanges in the digital community of Instagram may affect the
psychological wellbeing of some individuals. To determine this, this thesis uses
hermeneutic phenomenology in order to interpret and analyse the online communities’
narratives. The phenomenology of human conversation (Gadamer, 1976), the role of
language and the nature of questioning are combined to create an appropriate approach
to understand the media users’ experiences and behaviours (Thompson et al. 1994). The
overall philosophical framework is compatible with the hermeneutic method and
interpretive analysis that provide answers to how participants give a meaning to their

world (Bryman, 2012) and analyse digital exchanges.

Mauss’ (1954) concepts of reciprocity and gift-giving are used to understand how a
digital platform’s social exchanges generate forms of social capital and forms of
responsibilities/obligations among community members. These concepts have informed
a research design which favours the capture of meaning in human interaction, and which
is perceived as reality (Carson et al. 2001). The theoretical framework has lead the
research to adopt an interpretive paradigm that aims to collect knowledge that is socially
constructed rather than objectively determined and perceived (Hudson and Ozanne,
1988).
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Social Media: Boyd and Ellison (2008:211) define social media as “web-based services
that allow individuals to: 1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded
system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3)

view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system.”

Social Networking Site: Social network sites (SNS’s) allow individuals to present

themselves, articulate their social networks, and establish or maintain connections with
others (Boyd and Ellison, 2007). Social networking sites are internet-based applications,
such as Facebook, Twitter, MySpace, Pinterest and Instagram. The users can use these
sites to interact with individuals they already know or to meet new ones, to build social

networks and relations.

Users: A user is an individual who has a social networking account (Oxford English
dictionary, 2018). On Instagram, users are able to post pictures and videos, ‘like’ a

content, use hashtags and comment.

App: An App is a piece of software downloaded by a user to a mobile device (Oxford
English dictionary, 2018).

Hashtag: A hashtag is a word or a sentence preceded by a hash sign (#) that is used to
complement a photo or video shared on Instagram. They are usually used to connect and
link with other users on a specific topic. It denotes a specific category that the post is

assigned, which is specifically used on SNSs (Schlesselman-Tarango, 2013).

Feed: A feed is the collection of updates on the user’s Instagram account that shows posts
by other users that the user is following. This is sometimes also referenced to as a news
feed. Users consume pictures and videos mostly by viewing a core page showing a
“stream” of the latest pictures and videos from all their friends, listed in reverse

chronological order.

‘Like’ button and comment sections: A ‘like’ is used on Instagram to show appreciation

of a post by a simple tap on a heart button or by a double click on the post (Tong and

12



Walther, 2011). The comment sections allow users to leave comments below pictures or

videos and interact with others by sharing their thoughts.

Instagram: A social network for sharing photos and videos that can be edited with
various filters. Instagram has attracted more than 200 million active users, with an
average of 95 million photos uploaded daily, and more than 40 billion photos shared since
its launch in October 2010 (Instagram 2018).

Digital community: It refers to environments that are created online where individuals

can interact with other people via the Internet. To be part of an online community where
members can post, comment, or interact via ‘like’ etc. an individual needs to be connected
to the internet (Boyd and Ellison, 2007). Individuals are able to communicate through

social networking sites such as Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat.

Contextual Definitions:

This section is dedicated to provide awareness of certain terms and expressions used in
this thesis. A concrete explanation of each term is provided, to present its specific

meaning within the context of this research and avoid confusion.

The diminutive form ‘Insta’ is used in order to emphasise the notion of immediacy of the
Instagram exchanges. The implications of ‘Insta’ refer to both the instant transmission of
the content and the single instant being captured by the users. More specifically, in this
study, used as a prefix, it is combined with nouns in order to characterise the way users
connect and exchange with each other in the actual time it happens (e.g. Insta-Potlatch,

Insta-Gratification, Insta-Rule, Insta-Game and Insta-Paradox).

The notion of “aestheticism/aesthetics’ is used to define the perfect-picture driven posts
of Instagram users. Pictures are edited and filtered by the users who put an effort to
display a perfect life on their digital profile. The respondents work on the perfect angle
and lighting of their pictures to provide the most beautiful plates of food and dishes. In
this research, the notion of aesthetic strictly refers to the sophisticated and visually-

pleasing pictures on Instagram.
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In chapter six, ‘mechanical exchanges’ refer to social interactions that are performed
mindlessly, from force of habit to reciprocate social exchanges. It is used to define
Instagram users’ way of interacting and their machinelike ability to ‘like” a digital content

which lacks spontaneity.

In chapter seven, the terms ‘stalking’ and ‘creeping’ describe the use of Instagram to
observe the digital actions and interactions of another Instagram user. Instagram

‘stalking’ or ‘creeping’ can include frantically viewing of particular profiles and pictures.

By narrowing my study to a specific social networking site, | limited the scope of social
exchanges to focusing mainly on visual based exchanges on the Instagram platform

(pictures, videos, comments, ‘likes’ and hashtags).

Instagram Lives and IGTV were not taken into consideration in this study. Instagram
launched Live Stories in 2017 and created the IGTV in 2018, these are both new ways to
connect with people. To go live, the users swipe right from their feed and choose to start
a live video in the camera in order to connect in real time and interact with other users.
Instagram also has a series of add-on apps available (Boomerang; Hyperlapse and
Layout). IGTV is the last feature to date. It is a new app for watching long-form, vertical
videos. These apps generate new ways to communicate and exchange such as the rating
and voting system which goes beyond ‘liking’ and commenting, that would need to be

further explored by social scientists.

The study thus explores how people interact with each other on Instagram and how people
experience and reflect on their engagement on Instagram, focusing merely on posts,
comments and ‘likes’. It also analyses how participating in the sphere helps, or breaks,
social cohesion by exploring the content being shared and what motivates users to
reciprocate social actions in the digital sphere. However, the research does not focus on
demographic differences or gender difference, it explores the use within a specific

cultural and social group in this context.
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While there is a vast literature concentrated on the gift-giving practice which explores
the patterns of social relationships, this research aims to go further and examine this
particular practice within digital communities. This study addresses the value of gift-
giving in online communities and its impact on media users’ attitudes and feelings. The
research of digital social exchanges demonstrates how and why individuals interact with
each other in digital communities. Not only does this work understand whether the
practice of giving online (sharing, posting, commenting) creates bonds and boosts social
capital but it also seeks to challenge the naive conceptualisations of the gift economy by
analising its potential limits. Most of the literature focuses on the practice of gift-giving
by exploring real-life social exchanges. As digital media supports new interaction
methods, this research therefore showcases the gift theory practice in our digitalised

society.

This thesis is divided into the following sections: Introduction, Literature Review,
Method, Empirical Findings and Analysis, and Discussion (see Appendix 1: Structure of
the thesis Table). The introduction chapter includes the background to the topic, the
context of the research, the statement of the problem, the purpose and objectives of the
research, the definitions, the delimitations and the definitions and significance of the
study. Chapter two describes the necessary theory, which forms the basis for my analysis.
It provides a thorough understanding of the gift economy and social media platforms. It
discusses the concept of gift-giving exchanges within social communities in contrast with
market-based transactions. This chapter introduces the notions of indebtedness and social
obligation that past research has linked to gift economy exchanges. The use of digital
mediated communications is discussed and the role of social media communities as a
communication tool is presented. The chapter then turns to the explanation of theories of
self-identity and social capital within the context of social media. The literature review
moves on to consider past research highlighting both the benefits and the detrimental
aspects linked with the use of social mediated communities on the users’ social network,

social gain and personal wellbeing. The chapter concludes by identifying a literature gap
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and recognises the need for a comprehensive view of the digital exchanges happening in

social media platforms.

Chapter three presents the methods used in the research, which includes the ontology and
epistemology and overall research design. This chapter presents adequate justification for
conducting personal interviews and using netnography as the data collection methods.
The choice of the qualitative approach adopted in this study is then substantiated based
on the nature of the research questions. The chapter further explains the choice of sample
and the style of analysis that was used. The fourth, fifth, sixth and seventh chapters

contain the study’s findings and the analysis of the research.

Chapter four is the first chapter of the findings and explores digital food-related
exchanges to understand the nuts and bolts of gifts giving theory. It presents the empirical
context of the research by interpreting the way media users exchange content to increase

their sociability, share meaningful experiences and create bonds with other users.

Chapter five explores the motives, expectations and investments of the media users when
participating in the Instagram community. This chapter presents the patterns of exchange
that exist in the digital sphere and identifies reciprocity as a social norm, and obligation,
to perpetuate social exchanges in the digital sphere. Social exchanges are strengthening
media users’ social bonds and enable both parties (giver and receiver) to benefit from

these exchanges.

Chapter six explores how digital interactions are being strategically exchanged, enforced
by specific social rules and codes. The media users manage their posts, comments and
‘likes’ in order to maintain social capital and collect social rewards. This chapter gives
further insight into the implication of self-presentation within social exchanges. It

provides a rich understanding of the digital gift economy and exchanges.

Chapter seven explores digital media use and its impact on the media users wellbeing and
sociality. This chapter presents the notions of discomfort and anxiety emanating from
media users digital participation. Imbalanced relationships and asymmetrical exchanges
are identified and discussed in depth. Platforms enable individuals to stay in contact that

could end up in damaged bonds and weakened social ties.
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The final chapter includes a conclusion and discussion based on the findings of the study,
it answers the research questions of the study. Through a critical synthesis of the study’s
findings, chapter eight attempts to draw the big picture by providing an overall view of
the impact of digital media exchanges on media users social cohesion, bonds and social
capital gain. The synthesis proposes a critical existence of five notions that describe the
digital media exchanges on Instagram that emerged in this research: Insta-Potlatch, Insta-
Gratification, Insta-Rule, Insta-Game and Insta-Paradox. A critical reflection of the
researcher’s journey is provided, with theoretical contributions, practical implications,

limitations of the study and recommendations for further study.

Chapter 2: Literature Review

In the first part of the literature review, it is demonstrated how gift-giving establishes
social relations. This is a theoretical framework that has been prominently used to
understand and explore behaviour associated with the phenomenon of giving and
receiving gifts in different societies. Within the scope of anthropological studies, gift-
giving and gift-receiving can be considered culturally embedded practices whose origins
can be traced back to primitive societies, where gifts were associated with life markers;
they were also used to maintain personal relationships and perceived as a medium of
economic exchange. The literature review examines how the practice of gift-giving
facilitates social exchange and improves social bonds. The review then discusses the
forms of indebtedness and feelings of obligation that are entailed by social exchanges and

reciprocity. This part contrasts the gift economy with the market economy; it presents an
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economy outside any forms of hegemonic market exchange. This part also attempts to
gain an understanding of the limits of the gift economy and to highlight the struggles
associated with unpaid gifts in our contemporary society. Different obligations and
responsibilities have emerged from the gift economy which has led individuals to

experience feelings of social pressure and indebtedness.

The second part of this review makes an argument for applying the Maussian framework
to online communities. This section introduces the digital environment of Instagram and
digital community networks, and examines the similarities between Mauss’ archaic
societies and digital media communities by evaluating the practice of gift-giving and past
research conducted within the field of the social sciences. The literature reveals the social
exchanges and interactions taking place in the online environment, and shows how digital
media fits into Mauss’ framework. This part leads to a better understanding of the ways
in which the digital environment encourages the creation of social bonds, presenting how
weak and strong bonds encourage the creation of social capital. This part also highlights
the incentives for media users to participate to in online communities and reveals a body
of literature that presents the negative sides associated with the use of social networking

sites on its users’ sociality.

Finally, the literature review discusses past research, focussing on the symbolic value of
food in providing the means to understand feelings, motives and behaviour of individuals.
Further, the review explains how digital media has enabled researchers to explore digital
contents thanks to the self-presentation and symbolic dimension of the digital
environment. The literature review underscores how food conveys cultural symbols and
meanings that are essential to a further understanding of the principles of the gift-giving
framework. This part discusses how digital food-related exchanges have become
common practice in the digital environment, and how past research has used food as a

tool to examine social experiences and practices.

My core theoretical framework is informed by Mauss’ concepts of gift exchange and
reciprocity, however, in order to provide an in depth understanding of this theory, there
are complimentary pieces that I build my research upon. First, I use Bourdieu’s (1986)
conceptualisation of social capital. The concept of social capital is linked to social

exchanges and to gift-giving practices as they are embedded within social networks. |
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elaborate the concept of the gift economy through Marcoux’s (2009) discussion of
indebtedness which subsequently leads me to draw upon Marx’s (1867) idea of
commodity exchange in order to understand the gift exchange in the contemporary
society. Finally, I use Goffman ‘s (1959) notion of impression management and the
presentation of self. Goffman is indeed essential to understand how individuals present
themselves on the screen. I present past researchers that have used Goffman’s ideas to
understand digital presentation of self in order to support the Maussian theoretical

account of my study.

What Mauss (1954) noted, in essence, is that giving is an extension of the self and hence
the obligation to give is bound up with the notion of self. As giving is an extension of the
self, hence the obligation to give is bound up with the notion of self-representation. The
idea of self-representation is relevant to an understanding of the way in which gifts are
generators of identity as they reflect the picture individuals have of other individuals.
Gifts communicate intangible meanings about the giver, who is able to confirm who
he/she is, by giving, receiving and reciprocating. Transactions evidence the nature of
relationships via ‘tie-signs’ (Goffman, 1959). The exchange of gifts confirms that a
relationship is anchored in a framework of mutual recognition of the participant’s social
and personal identities. Following Goffman’s perspective has allowed my research to
consider the interaction rituals and social value attached to the notion of gifts. As
transactions enable individuals to construct, define them symbolically, I therefore
intended to pay attention to the instrumental and expressive dimensions of the digital
exchanges within the Instagram community to understand the associated patterns of
exchange. Besides, according to Bourdieu (1977), the gift is a form of social capital
invested by individuals who are able to access intangible resources embedded in social
relations. Previous research emphasised that the individuals involved in communities
have a strong social capital (Gregory, 1982). My research relies on these notions to
explore the nature of the exchanges and subsequently determine the resources being
mobilised in a digital context. Thus, to explore the nature of the digital exchanges on
Instagram, this research focusses on individuals’ social capital to determine the resources

and assets being mobilised.
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The following part explains how Mauss’ theoretical framework of gift exchange has been
applied in consumer research. Previous research (Leeds, 1963; Schwartz 1967; Belk,
1979; Kollock 1999; Skageby, 2010; Lampel and Bhalla 2007) on gift-giving has
presented a number of different models that have been used in contemporary studies and
that have also evolved over time. Most of the early work on gift-giving comes from
anthropologists and sociologists who have explored primitive societies (Malinowski,
1922; Sherry, 1983; Mauss, 1954).

a) The Gift: Practice and Meaning

Mauss (1954) made an ethnographic study among archaic societies which helped him to
conceptualise gift theory. His study explored the notion of gift-giving practices in the
context of a pre-modern capitalist society. As an anthropologist, Mauss (1954) visited a
number of different tribes and reported on the way in which certain societies work within
the system of gift economy. Mauss (1954) highlighted the aspects of both mutuality and
reciprocity embraced by gift-giving practices. His work enabled researchers to
understand how gifts make or break relationships in such societies. Several motives
trigger gift-giving: it can be to express gratitude or fortify relationships; a need for power;
reputation or prestige; the expectation of reciprocity and equality. Reputation refers to
the character imputed to a person in a community, while prestige refers to the respect,
recognition and admiration given to a person on the basis of a perception of his/her

achievements, success, or social position (Hurlet et al. 2014).

There is a propensity for people to give, as driven by the feelings of moral obligation to
return a gift, which forms the main underlying psychological motive behind reciprocal
giving (Mauss,1954). Gift-giving was used in several fields to examine different
concepts, for instance, altruism (Leeds, 1963) and social psychology (Schwartz, 1967).
Studies within different areas of research have allowed for a deeper insight into gift-
giving behaviour over the last fifty years. Gift exchanges have been intended to nurture

relationships (Belk, 1979) and to maintain established relationships (Bourdieu, 1986).
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Giving and receiving strengthens relationships in the sense that it creates an ongoing
transaction between individuals which preserves social ties and bonds (Sherry, 1983).
Thanks to gifts, social bonds can be improved and social communications maintained.
Gift-giving goes beyond the simple action it implies; it also triggers social interactions
and fosters relationships. Mauss’ (1954) work provides an explanation for the
communication system structure of archaic cultures and presents the central role of gifts
within societies: Mauss explained that a gift must be ‘paid back’, thus emphasising the
implicit obligatory aspect of the gifts. He revealed the power that triggers the recipient to

want to pay back and distances the voluntary act of giving from the gift.

Gifts can be considered as tie signs that inform as to the nature of the bond between the
giver and receiver. Rather than necessarily having a monetary interest, some gifts are
valued because they are rich with personal meaning, and it is this aspect that lies at the
heart of the social exchange theory of gift-giving. The action of giving goes, therefore,
beyond that of a mere gift and represents self-expression or shared memory. Gifts thus
represents the giver or symbolises the relationship’s devotion and attachment (Belk and
Coon, 1993). In the minds of the recipients, such gifts often hold sentimental value with
the desire to bring love and happiness through gifts to loved ones (Belk and Coon, 1993).
According to Malinowski (1922) and Mauss (1954), gift-giving represents a symbolic
ritual that indicates gift givers’ positive attitudes toward the intended recipients and their
desire to devote themselves in any future relationship. This notion can be linked to Sherry
(1983), who describes the gift as part of an altruistic and agonistic intention from the
giver. In other words, by giving a gift to another person the giver’s motivation is to
provide something more than a simple gift, but also to deliver the recipient happiness and
to enhance his position of giver. These motives are part of the outcomes provided by
giving. Gift-giving generates multiple benefits other than just the mere action of giving
itself. The act of giving something to someone offers the giver not only the possibility to
communicate a personal dimension through the gift, but also to obtain a degree of
personal satisfaction. Indeed, the gift conveys a personal message which both maximises
the gift giver’s satisfaction and the recipient’s pleasure (Sherry, 1983). The gift acts as

an expression of the bonds of alliance and commonality.

Gifts symbolise more than material attributes as according to Mauss (1954), to give

something is to give a part of oneself. Gifts are considered representational and
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emotional, allowing givers to communicate without the use of language (Belk, 1996).
Previous research has explored the benefits of social exchanges: to boost one’s social
capital, to communicate a personal dimension (Mauss, 1954), to maintain relationships
(Belk, 1979), and to maximise the satisfaction on the part of both parties (Sherry, 1983).
A cycle of reciprocal gift exchanges maintains the transactions between givers and
receivers (Sherry, 1983) and thus strengthens relationships through the act of gift
exchange. Past research has emphasised a generally positive experience associated with
gift-giving. Belk’s findings (1979) further support the idea that gift-giving maintains
interpersonal relationships and marks important life events. He points out the need to
focus on the process of gift selection, discussing the importance of exploring the donors’
perceptions of the recipients’ needs and preferences (Belk, 1979). Previous research has
extended the knowledge of the practice of gift-giving in different contexts by developing

the social, economic, and personal dimensions of gifts (Sherry, 1983).

A gifting action in a given community provides collective benefit and thus accumulates
social capital. The term ‘social capital’ emphasises a wide variety of social benefits
associated with social bonds. It conveys tangible assets such as goodwill, fellowship,
sympathy, and social intercourse within the members of a given society. The idea that
social capital is network-based is acknowledged by Lin (2001), who defines social capital
as resources (e.g. wealth, power or reputation) embedded in one’s social networks, that
can be accessed through ties in the networks, and that can generate a return for the actor.
This typology is also based on Bourdieu’s concept of social capital. Within a given
community, social capital depends on the quality of the ties between individuals.

Bourdieu defines it as:

The aggregate of actual or potential resources linked to possession of a durable
network of more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and

recognition, in other words, to membership in a group. (1986:248)

A group can be defined by the sense of belonging held by its members. In this sense, the
members from the group embrace a set of shared beliefs and behaviour. Social recognition
constitutes a “vital human need” (Taylor 1992: 26) that points the acknowledgement of
a person’s status or merits. Bourdieu (1986) supports the idea that a durable network of
relationships is not a given, but is instead established as a result of repetitive social

interactions that are further fortified through obligations. The conceptual origins of social
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capital stems from the creation of social interaction or exchange (Bourdieu, 1986). Gift-
giving and social capital are interrelated because the social structure established by gift-
giving practices facilitates the emergence of social capital. Gifts are exchanges designed
to capture memories and feelings about a relationship, generate bonds, and maintain
social interaction (Godbout, 1998). As gift-giving allows the communication of the value
of a relationship, they are thus the threads of relationship, and thereof community. Gift
exchange is the core of a community formation (Malinowski, 1922; Mauss, 1954), where

the notion of community is defined by McMillan and Chavis as:

A feeling that members have of belonging, a feeling that members matter to one
another and to the group, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be met

through their commitment to be together. (1986:9)

Gifts generate social capital by solidifying the potential upcoming benefits each side
might expect from the other. Social bonds and mutual interdependence are stimulated by
the practice of gift-giving, which produces social capital. As mentioned earlier, sociality
becomes a form of capital which explains the ongoing reciprocal exchanges within
communities. Bourdieu (1986) and Mauss (1954) have a common interest in
communities’ social exchanges and interactions. Bourdieu (1986) argues that sociality
involves the exchange of both inalienable gifts and social capital. Bourdieu noted that
relationships constitute valuable resources that provide “a credential which entitles
members of a community to credit, in the various senses of the word” (1986: 249).

As mentioned earlier, gifts are the initiators in building, expanding or deepening one’s

network of social relationships (Bourdieu, 1977; 1986). Gupta suggests that

The study of gifts in general is of key importance to social capital theory, gifts are
evidence that social capital is present, and could possibly adopted as one indicator
of its scale. (2008:209)

Social capital is thus a dependent variable of gift-giving. The idea that relationships are
a valuable asset in the sense of providing positive experiences is reflected in social
capital. Gupta (2008:209) emphasises this idea and suggests that gifts both keep the peace
in relationships and can be regarded as “an input to social capital”. As a result, since a

relationship is maintained thanks to reciprocal exchanges and social ties are established,
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social capital increases. Similarly, if the social ties are weakened, social capital reduces
or even vanishes (Cheal, 1988). Gifts can provide economic, functional, social,
expressive and sentimental value, especially when the gifts reflect the giver’s
individuality, which is then passed on to the receiver (Sherry, 1983). As elaborated by
Mauss, gifts reveal complexities; they possess something of the giver called the ‘spirit of
the gift’, which triggers the gift cycle to be completed and reciprocated so that the gift is
returned to its initial giver. Mauss argues that objects of reciprocal exchange are never
completely separated from the people who exchange them (1954). The gift mirrors the
giver’s identity and reveals how the giver recognises the recipient. According to Mauss,
objects are transferred because the affiliation with the identity of the giver compels
reciprocation. This affiliation encourages the creation of ongoing relationships between
individuals. Belk (1979) supports this idea and defines the practice of gift-giving as a
process of symbolic communication. He explains that a gift has a message to decode and
ameaning to understand. He explains the psychological relationship between the gift with
its giver and receiver. Mauss’ framework emphasises the reflection of oneself thanks to
a gift which informs as to the members’ personal characteristics and traits. According to
previous research, gifts are the symbols of communication and social support during
social events (engagement, weddings, rites of passage, etc.) (Belk, 1979). Gifts are social
acts which include sentimental and personal significance between the giver and the

receiver.

Mauss provides an account of symbolic exchange whereby he analyses gifts in archaic
societies as symbolic exchanges to understand indigenous social life and social
interactions. He explains that gifts have an instrumental value due to their instrumental
purpose to strengthen bonds and relationships. This notion of value is related to the
notion of capital gained through gift-giving. On this note, Bourdieu (1992) emphasises
the equality in honour achieved once a gift is reciprocated. When giving a gift, the giver
challenges the receiver to return it, and if the receiver acknowledges the gift, the bonds
are maintained. The receiver is then in a situation where he must prove he can make a
riposte and return the honour in order to not lose face within the community, maintain
alliances and gain social capital. Besides, Osteen (2002) contributes to anthropological
studies by questioning the role of non commercial gift exchange in creating communities.
Osteen also questions the link between gifts and commodities and whether free gifts are

possible. According to him, Mauss’ classical stance of gift theory underestimates the
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altruistic and spontaneous act of giving and reciprocating. He contradicts Mauss’ view

and critics the overemphasis on economic rationality character of the gift.

Mauss describes the practices of archaic societies as a “system of total services” (1954
77), which is a reference to the idea that gifts come with the obligation to reciprocate. In
these societies, the refusal to accept a gift or to give back is synonymous with declaring
war. In the situation where the gift is not accepted, the receiver has proved his
unwillingness to enter into a relationship. As Mauss claims, “a gift is received with a
burden attached” (1954:41) which suggests that once a gift is given, the receiver is being
challenged to reciprocate at some point in the future. Mauss argues that in many tribal
and native cultures, gifts are given with the expectation of something ultimately being
given in return. For instance, when analysing the Maori community, Mauss noted, "They
had a kind of exchange system, or rather one of giving presents that must ultimately either
be reciprocated or given back" (1954:10). A spiritual power is associated with all personal
possessions that Mauss calls hau. The logic behind the hau is that a soul is attached to
the possessions which means that giving something is equivalent to making a present of
oneself. The substance and symbol associated with the gift represent the giver’s spiritual
essence, which triggers the receiver to return the gift because of the hau. Godelier claims
“[Mauss] believed he had found [“the key to the enigma” of why the gift was returned]
in the concept of hau, the spirit of things” (Godelier 1999: 151), so accepting a gift thus
signifies accepting the spiritual essence of the giver’s soul. The symbol that is conveyed
comes from the giver and not from the commodity itself. The gift takes over the
commoditised object by adding the giver’s personal touch, which gives the object a
unique dimension. Such a phenomenon (hau) contributes to a general theory of
obligation; in Maori law, the bond through things is a bond of souls. In Mauss’ theoretical
analysis of the gift-giving mechanism, he came to the conclusion that gift-giving is a self-
perpetuating system of reciprocity and identifies a threefold obligation process: the
obligation to give, the obligation to receive, and the obligation to reciprocate. Mauss
further elaborates and explains that a society is a “system of total services” (1954: 77)
since individuals do things for each other interdependently. Gifts are therefore part of a

system of reciprocity in which the honour of giver and receiver are engaged.

In the archaic tribes that Mauss (1954) explored, he identified rivalry and hostility during
the potlatch exchanges. The potlatch refers to the display of wealth by the tribes. The
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exchange needs to be a gift followed by a counter-gift. The principle of reciprocity is the
fundamental rule underlying the ceremony. Mauss describes both the moka and the
potlatch as “systems of total services”. Generosity is not the motive that characterises
these types of exchanges, but rather the desire for honour and prestige, or mana (the
source of wealth), Mauss (1954) qualifies these exchanges as total agonistic services that
must be reciprocated if one does not want to lose mana. The potlatch comes from the
Tsinuk, and is a reference to ‘feeding’, ‘consuming’. The tribes express their power
through gift-giving to show all they possess. During the potlatch, rivalry is palpable
because the tribes give generously in order to put themselves in a superior position. A
hierarchy is formed according to the types of offerings made by the tribes, which triggers
the giver’s desire to dominate through gift-giving. The potlatch thus defines the
individual’s place within society by an accumulation of property that symbolises wealth

during the ceremony.

An illustrative example of the concept of gift economy is the moka, which is a highly
ritualised system of exchange observed in Papua New Guinea. Gregory (1982) suggests
that this reciprocal system of gift-giving can be associated with profit seeking; moka
results in earning prestige and maintaining social relations with other tribes through pigs
and sea shells, used as source of value. Moka emphasises the competitive spirit between
tribes to earn honour: the system suggests that the giver must give a larger gift than the
one he received, to put the receiver tribe in debt. In the moka, one returns his debt by
giving back extra in order to gain in prestige and thus put the receiver in an indebted
position (the chief’s status 1s identified by giving more pigs or rare sea shells). Social ties
and transactions are therefore maintained, and the reputation of the giver can increase.
The moka offers the possibility of emplacing the chief as a Big Man when giving more
than received. In the case where the debt is not returned, reputation is tarnished and the
place of Rubbish Man is attributed (Gregory, 1982). The receivers strive to return their
debts and to be placed as donors in order to enjoy the benefits of having a higher social
status. The consequences of being placed as a Big Man enables the individual to build a
wider network and gain preference when exchanging gifts since the repayment as a Big
Man will carry extra influence. This gifting gesture within the framework of moka, which
generates competition between the Big Men who wish to give the biggest gift to each

other, allows them to excel in society and maintain both reputation and social ties. Both
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moka and potlatch characterise gift cultures and embody the concepts of reciprocity,

authority and wealth that aim to avoid conflict within society.

The requirement to give is thus ingrained within societies in order to maintain a status
hierarchy and to establish or maintain peaceful relations. Gift-giving is rooted in the
social fabric of societies in order to avoid tensions. In archaic societies, the obligation to
make gifts often reflected power relations within a hierarchical society. Amongst the
Maori, Mauss (1954) claimed that once the debt obligation had been honoured, the
situation is reversed, and the former creditor is now the indebted. Both giver and receiver
aim for a balanced relationship through their exchanges, to which end an ongoing
transaction is therefore maintained due to the desire to give back in order to establish a
symmetrical exchange and ensure social status. By sustaining a balanced relationship,
both giver and receiver strengthen their partnership over time. As previously mentioned,
Sherry (1983) depicted the motivations for gift-giving as both altruistic and agonistic,
with the intention to provide happiness to the receiver and with agonistic intentions to
display power and gain prestige. These motives are intended to maximise both parties’
satisfaction (giver and receiver). The profits gained by both giver and receiver suggest a
two-way exchange rather than one way, in which benefits are accumulated. The objective
is, ideally, to achieve a ‘balanced reciprocity’ which refers to the symmetry between giver
and receiver being complete once gifts are returned (Sahlins, 1972; Roberts, 1990) in
order to maintain bonds (Bourdieu, 1977, 1986), maximise benefits and accumulate

social capital.

Mauss argues that within archaic societies, the exchange of goods was not between
individuals but rather collectives. People exchanged services during festivals and fairs,
though not on a system based on economical transactions but rather a contract-based
system. Gifts are thus obligatory in order to ensure the absence of hostility between
groups and to maintain peace (Sahlins, 1972). However, a ‘balanced reciprocity’ is
complex because symmetrical transactions between giver and receiver are hardly possible
(Sahlins, 1972; Sherry, 1983; Roberts, 1990). Consequently, feelings of being morally
obliged to return a gift, combined with non-altruistic motives, characterise reciprocal
giving. There is an inner calculus of the respective participants’ positions on the ‘debt
balance’ (Schwartz, 1996). Not only does giving a gift induce feelings of mutual support,

it can also induce indebtedness (Malinowski, 1922; Mauss 1954). This is the reason why
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the giver and receiver must perform the same actions in reverse, in order to sustain the
exchange partnership over time. Unbalanced relationships between individuals may lead
to feelings of indebtedness, discomfort and oppression (Marcoux, 2009). This imbalance
conveys potential weaknesses that constitute a threat to the long-term sustainability of

relationships. Lévi-Strauss notes that:

Vehicles and instruments for realities of another order: influence, power,
sympathy, status, emotion; and the skilful game of exchange consists of a
complex totality of manoeuvres, conscious or unconscious, in order to gain
security and to fortify one’s self against risks incurred through alliances and

rivalry. (Lévi-Strauss, 1996: 19)

This amply illustrates the complexity of the exchange based on unpredictable and
insecure interactions with other individuals. Many scholars have explored how such
feelings of obligation could occur in the gifting economy. This has been explained by
Sherry et al. (1993), who found that when people decide not to reciprocate a gift, this can
cause harm to the relevant relationship. It suggests that gift-giving can damage
relationships and result in negative effects on givers and receivers. Shama and Thompson
(1989) emphasised that receiving a gift makes the receiver socially indebted to the giver.

They also suggested those receiving remain in debt until they give something back.

The notion of imbalanced relationship is further addressed in the next section, which
develops the notion of reciprocity and highlights the ‘darkside’ of the gift economy
(Marcoux, 2009). Past research that indicates the limits of an unpaid economy within
social groups is introduced. The following section uncovers the gift practice in the post-

modern capitalist society, and its limitations and consequences for individuals.

b) Gift-giving practice: An economy of debts?

The study conducted by Marcoux (2009) offers a glimpse into the gift economy and the
notion of obligation. Marcoux (2009) provides a critique of the gift economy and
underlines the feelings of indebtedness felt by individuals. This ethnographic study of

house moving draws on the experiences and feelings of individuals’ gifting practices
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within their social network. The participants point out key terms such as “services” and
“favours” to express the social expectations and consequences created by the gift
economy. Marcoux highlights in his study that informants want to escape to the market.
The conclusion that the scholar draws is that the participants formulate the desire to
escape from the gift economy and prefer to participate in a contract-based system, which
frees them from the associated social obligations. Marcoux (2009) points out that social
indebtedness is created by friends, family members and relatives in the community. The
participants narrated their experiences and real-life stories which enabled Marcoux to
come to the conclusion that the social indebtedness, inherent in the gift-giving practice,
can produce negative feelings. The research shows that a supposedly altruistic act of
giving can actually create embarrassment between people. His study challenges the
conceptual frame of the gift economy previously addressed by a number of other scholars
(Sahlins, 1972; Marcoux, 2009). He claims that the indebtedness and the ideological
hierarchy created by the gift economy cannot be disregarded. In summary, this study
correlates with the work of Marx (1978) and Godbout (1998) who have, in earlier studies,
emphasised that the market was freeing men from tyrannical community obligation.
Godbout (1998) suggested that contract-based exchanges are the key to freeing
individuals from community obligations. In line with Marx’s thoughts, the market
economy has its benefits; Marx (1978) points out that this economy is a way to ensure
freedom in market relations. A contract-based system leads to fairly balanced social

exchanges and also avoids any asymmetrical relationship.

Forms of exchanges, represented as instrumental in capitalist societies, oppose the non-
instrumental gift transactions that have their roots in archaic societies (Mauss, 1954,
Sahlins, 1972). Anthropologists such as Mauss (1954), Sahlins (1972) and Malinowski
(1922) have explored these archaic cultures and explained how non-market transfers
between individuals strengthen social relationships between givers and receivers. By
contrast, capitalistic market-based transactions lead to a system that gives more value to
the object being exchanged than the quality of the relationship between givers and
receivers. Participants in market or commodity exchange may be driven by self-interest
with regards to quantifiable commodities, with no need for extended relations after the

transaction is made. As Sassatelli suggests,
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Gift-giving is an important social phenomenon in contemporary societies:
commodities are explicitly reframed as ‘gifts’ or ‘presents’ in specific, spatially

and temporally bounded occasions. (2007:145)

This statement confirms the ambiguity that exists between the gift-giving phenomenon
and the stagnant market values of our contemporary societies. Mauss depicts the gift-
giving practice as the representation of an ideal logic for which alliance, mutuality and
reciprocity are the main characteristics. As such, gift exchange enables givers and
receivers to be altruistic, showing their willingness to invest in social relationships
(Camerer, 1988). In gift-based exchanges, the items being exchanged embody
membership and belonging to a social group, which leads to the construction of social
capital in a given community. The bonds are non-economic, which promotes non-
monetized transactions between participants. Its logic undoubtedly opposes that of
commodity exchange which refers to a calculated and regulated logic. Gregory suggests
that “what distinguishes commodity from gift exchange is the conceptualisation of
kinship as a method of consumption” (1982: 212). The concepts of gift-giving and
reciprocity depict voluntary, disinterested and spontaneous social exchanges that are
present among community members. The gift economy highlights the importance of
exchange for sociability, and emphasises the bonds of trust that are being created (Sahlins
1972). The concept of gift-giving has therefore been used as a theoretical framework to
analyse social behaviour. The study case by Titmuss (1970) reflects this through the
blood donation systems, which theorises about the gift relationship and contributes to the
understanding of social exchange. It reflects a system of informal help networks which
distances itself from the market transactions. Nevertheless, gift-giving leads to social debt
with the associated moral obligation to return the giving. Gift exchange is different from
commodity exchange because gifts are personal, non-quantifiable and inalienable
(Gregory, 1982). Caillé (2005) sustains that the gift is a hybridation between freedom
and obligation, utility and symbolism. He argues that the gift is a ‘moral act’, shaped by
both self-interest and sympathy motives. The obligation to give is a paradoxical

obligation to be free and to oblige others to be free too. He claims:

If self-interest were not mixed with interest toward others (and reciprocally) gift

would become either a buying act or a sacrifice. And if obligation were not mixed
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with freedom (and reciprocally) it would become a purely formal and empty ritual

or collapse into non sense. (2005:5)

Marx's (1867) materialist stance offers a useful framework by which to understand the
capitalist narratives based on the fetishism of commodities. The reasoning behind this
concept suggests that human labour power and the values it produces must be objectified
in the commaodity form. Marx (1867) provides a critique of capitalist society in which
economic concepts and models of self- interest, profit and calculation are presented. It is
a vision of utility maximisation that tends to treat individuals as a means rather than ends.
Social relations are dependent on self-interest motives and the potential profit being
made. Within this view, economic exchange characterises the Homo oeconomicus who
look for a rational way of life and aspire to fulfil individual happiness, a realisation of
self-interest for individuals (Bourdieu, 2000). To better understand social exchange
models, it is essential to comprehend the type of behaviour being adopted by individuals.
Both Homo oeconomicus and Homo sociologicus are essential to make sense of the social
system (Weale, 1992). By contrast, Homo sociologicus is presented as being generated
by society to create and maintain social balance and caring for social norms. Besides,
Bourdieu (2000) provides a critical analysis of the Homo oeconomicus in social sciences;
according to him, this paradigm is overestimated and exaggerates the features of the
rational man. It is a paradigm that emphasises a disconnection from human life, a social
outcast and a ‘rational idiot’ self-centred. Marx (1867) presents commodity fetishism as
the domination of human beings through the domination by things. He addresses the way
the consumerist, individualistic and hierarchically stratified society calculates the value
of any commodities produced. Capitalist society is thus dominated by commodity
production and exchange in which individuals are enslaved by commodity production.
This results in a social life that is dominated by the exchange of goods in a market where
power and value is attributed to the goods themselves and not the human beings. Marx’s

vision explains that individuals are being commodified since they sell their own labour.
Appadurai (1986) provides a critical analysis of what social anthropologists describe as

gift-exchange, and refers to commodity-exchange that is associated with self-interested

calculation rather than simply an act of generosity. Appadurai suggests that
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[...] the exaggeration and reification of the contrast between gift and commodity
in anthropological writing has many sources. One of them is [...] the tendency to
romanticize small-scale societies [and] the proclivity to marginalize and
underplay the calculative, impersonal, and self- aggrandizing features of non-
capitalist societies. (1986: 11)

According to Appadurai, gift-exchange is similar to market exchange, since both rely on
rational, self-interested premises. On this note, Bourdieu (2000) presents an economic
vision of the gift, based on economic self-interests. Gregory (1982) criticises such claims
and supports the idea that the giver is not motivated by profit maximisation. The principle
of the gift economy preserves the debt in order to guarantee the reproduction of the social
bonds, while the market economy favours the liquidation of debt. The purpose of the gift
is to ensure the creation and maintenance of social relationships, opposing the purpose of
the commodity exchange which refers to the acquisition of objects, and not social

relations. Gregory claims:

The gift transactor’s motivation is precisely the opposite to the capitalist’s:
whereas the latter maximises net incomings, the former maximises net outgoings.
The aim of the capitalist is to accumulate profit while the aim of the ‘big-man’
gift transactor is to acquire a large following of people (gift-debtors) who are
obligated to him. (1982:51)

The notion of commodified labour can be linked to the potlatch, which is an illustrative
example of abundant commodity being given and received to save face within society (as
it is the commodity that defines the individual’s place within that society). The labour
power of the giver is therefore being objectified with value towards other members
participating in the potlatch. It is a system (ceremony of the potlatch) that presents an
economic appreciation in which money is the social recognition of an individual. This
reminds us of similar system processes, namely the moka, in which wealth and reputation
is key to success and to exceling in society. Mauss’ (1954) Essay of the Gift remains a
work often used by scholars to explore and understand gift exchanges in contemporary
research (Rheingold, 1993; Kollock, 1999; Roster 2006; Skageby, 2010). Even though
studies have expanded on gift exchanges, and the meaning of gifts and gifting

relationships, there has been very little study on the practice of gifting in the virtual
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environment. Romele and Severo (2016) define digital gift as a-economic, in order to
distance the preconceived idea on the digital gift as a non-economic activity. They argue
that gift and economic exchanges are compatible because they have different functions
and belong to two separate universes. They claim that the gift economy is an improper
expression that has been used and largely misunderstood. This can be explained by the
fact that some scholars have associated gift exchange with the pre-modern economy that
opposes the capitalist economy. Scholars assume therefore that within a capitalist
consumer culture, Mauss’ archaic gift exchange has evolved into contract- and market-

based exchanges.

Previous research on the gift practice mainly focuses on the positive aspect of this
practice and barely explores its ‘dark side’ (Marcoux, 2009). Nevertheless, researchers
have uncovered and examined the concept of asymmetry in the gift-giving relations
(Sahlins 1972), and the idea that a giver can exert power or oppress someone when giving
a gift (Marcoux, 2009). The norms of balanced reciprocity have been idealised and
romanticised in many studies, and hence there is a conceptual dead spot with no
significance attributed to the gift-giving practice and its ‘dark side’ in the virtual
communities in our contemporary consumer culture. This research aims to follow
Marcoux’s (2009) findings on the ‘dark side’ of the gift and to explore the gift-giving
practice among virtual communities. In summary, the purpose of this research is to
introduce the gift-giving practice in the digital environment so as to provide a unique and
critical contribution to current research, drawing on the works of scholars such as Mauss
(1954), Bourdieu (1986) and Marcoux (2009).

In conclusion, gift exchanges possess several functions. As Mauss (1954) emphasises,
the gift-giving practice creates bonds amongst individuals, maintain social ties and reflect
social status. Nevertheless, the gift economy can create feelings of social obligation and
indebtedness (Marcoux, 2009). There is a need to further explore this practice in
contemporary digital communities that may consolidate or challenge past theories and

findings on gift-giving.

It is essential to fully understand both commodity and gift economy in order to fully
understand social exchange processes, motives and outcomes on individuals. This

understanding enables me to better comprehend social exchanges, how they function and
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to critically assess the gift economy in the digital context. The economy presented in the
digital sphere needs to be analysed to identify the potential conjunction of both market
and communal exchange. The following part of the literature review discusses why
digital social media is an interesting setting to explore as well as a key context to

contribute to the field of social relationships and social capital.

Although the primitive communities explored by Mauss (1954) did not rely on advanced
communication and technologies, the description of exchange practices in archaic
societies can be used to understand online network exchanges. Human interaction within
online communities needs to be further explored in order to make sense of the social
exchange practices between individuals on Instagram. In light of Mauss’ view, this
research analyses the practice of exchange in digital media. Posting content in the digital
sphere can be conceptualised as a gift shared in the digital environment, in which the
exchange is continuous and reciprocated. Mauss’ work can therefore be used to

understand the gift-giving relationship and behavioural concepts in an online context.

The first part discusses digital exchange practices and outcomes, using past research
conducted on online communities to draw a parallel between the archaic societies and the
digital sphere. This part reveals a body of literature which covers how participating in
online communities provides an array of social benefits such as maintaining social bonds
(weak and strong), increasing social recognition, providing social validation, and
boosting social capital. The second part uncovers the idea within past research that depicts
a ‘dark side’ (Marcoux, 2009) to the use of social media communities that results in the
creation of stress and anxiety for users of these media. Researchers have illustrated how

digital exchanges can negatively impact media users’ social spheres and well-being.

Since past research reveals both positive and negative correlations with the use of social
media, this research aims to provide a deeper analysis of digital interaction exchanges to
reveal the social fabric of the digital communities. Within the gift economy, there is a
propensity to give, compelled by a moral obligation to return a gift. Mauss’ notion of
reciprocity is applicable to the digital community, in which media users share content,

post, comments and exchange personal information. The best way to assess the scope of
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social interactions in online communities is to acknowledge the meaning of media users’
posts, and their motives in participating in social exchange within the digital sphere.
Mauss’ theoretical framework allows to understand how gifts are conceived as socially
meaningful acts and to explore the social mechanisms involved in gift-giving practices

on Instagram.

The evolution of new forms of communication allow time and space constraints to be
overcome and provide a new basis for community and identity. This environment permits
a collections of social media affordances (socialising, storytelling, networking and
knowledge sharing) in which individuals communicate visually (Lobinger, 2016). The
early virtual communities had the reputation of being helpful and active (Rheingold,
1993). These communities acted as social support and contributed to social interactions
between individuals. A link between community and social capital online has been made
to explore the gain of status that can be achieved through exposure on social networking
platforms. This research emphasises the concept of value in networks by exploring the
connectedness between media users and the notion of social capital. The value of the
exchanges corresponds to the ties that increase information flows and produce cohesive
power. The notion of value within the communities can be translated as the members
obtain a sense of efficacy (strong belief of their valuable input) and gain in social
recognition (Kollock, 1999). Following Granovetter’s (1983) distinction between strong
ties (empathic support) and weak ties (access to new opportunities and ideas), the
concepts of community and value are used to understand the nature of Instagram on
relationship maintenance and the scope of individuals’ social interactions. The aim is to
question whether Instagram community members with high levels of social capital are
likely to have higher quality, and well established norms of mutuality. Following Lampel
and Bhalla’s (2007) idea that communities enabled media users to promote their status
and legitimise their identity, this research relies on notions of community and value to
understand how reciprocity occurs and how individuals create bonds and connectedness

in the digital sphere.

a) The social good of social media
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The creation of internet and online social networks has enabled media users to create and

spontaneously produce any media content. According to Ellison and Boyd,

A social networking site (SNS) is a networked communication platform in which
participants 1) have uniquely identifiable profiles that consist of user-supplied
content, content provided by other users, and/or system-provided data; 2) can
publicly articulate connections that can be viewed and traversed by others; and 3)
can consume, produce, and/or interact with streams of user generated content

provided by their connections on the site. (2013: 157)

A network can be defined as a web of interconnected personal relationships through which
individuals can connect with each other. These online social networks enable content
communities to gather content and share images, pictures, videos, posts, etc., with other
members (Beck, 2009). Besides, online communities can be defined as “networks of
interpersonal ties that provide sociability, support, and information, a sense of belonging
and social identity” (Wellman, 2001: 228). The Instagram platform is a media-based
social network, launched in 2010, that enables its users to become involved socially by
both creating and sharing content (pictures, videos, comments). The platform has over
500 million active users daily (Instagram, 2018) who register a login and control who
they share their content with. Within the community, any content shared is usually for
the benefit of other members with similar interests and values (Beck, 2009). Online social
network sites such as Instagram, Pinterest and Facebook allow individuals to know about
the people they follow and engage with, which provides a relevant context to explore

digital posting practices and digital exchange practices.

Unlike Twitter and Facebook, Instagram adopts the ‘‘image first, text second’’ rule which
addresses a visual-oriented culture in which users have access to editing features.
Instagram provides the functions for its users to easily share information within their
social networks; for instance, users are able to add captions and hashtags when creating
their posts. They can also double-tap content with the ‘like’ button which triggers the
users to reciprocate and exchange within their own networks. According to a survey
conducted by Pew Research in 2018, some 71pecent of 18- to 24-year-olds use Instagram
on a daily basis (Smith and Anderson, 2018). Due to the popularity of online communities

where people share common interests and stories with each other, online exchanges have
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become part of people’s lifestyles. While Instagram has received increased attention from
researchers and social scientists, little is known about the mechanisms that lead users to

participate, share, ‘like’ and reciprocate content within the digital community.

Tremaye (2010) highlights the characteristics of online media which represent a threat to
mainstream media. Tremaye (2010) emphasises, in particular, that content is cheap to
produce on the former. The online environment favours media users both becoming
involved socially and fostering social relationships by reciprocating with online posts. In
this context of participatory culture, Jenkins (2006: 290) emphasises how users are
invited to actively participate in the circulation of media content. He explains that this
culture is led by three forces. First, the new technologies enable the creation of content,
then the “do-it-yourself” production, and finally economic trends also encourage the flow
of images (Jenkins, 2006: 135). In this environment, media users have the resources to
participate and exchange with each other. The online social network of Instagram mirrors
a system which favours “visual conversations” with a high frequency of interactions
between users (Katz and Crocker, 2015). Social networking is based on an online
structure that allows people to both express their individuality and meet people with

similar interests.

In order to understand the gifting practice online, it is important to consider the stages of
gift-giving (Sherry, 1983) and when/ how social capital is accumulated and employed.
Instagram is a sharing platform where online actions (sharing, posting, commenting) can
be related to the three stages of ‘gestation’, ‘prestation’ and ‘reformulation’. The three-
stage model was suggested by Sherry (1983) in order to illustrate the gift-giving
transaction in which the gift giver and recipients’ relationship progresses. This model
might also be applicable in the online sphere, which | consider in order to explore the
reversal of exchanges roles and understand the process of reciprocity. Sherry (1983)
defines the three-stage process as a model incorporating a transfer of goods and involving
the flow of social affection. The gestation stage refers to the conceptual idea of choosing
an appropriate gift to strengthen the social bond. The stage at which the gift is exchanged
is that of the prestation period. The last stage refers to the repositioning of the relationship
(either weakening or strengthening it); that is to say, how the course of future exchanges
will be affected. The gift can result in the formation of a strengthened bond, or a

weakened relationship that can lead to rejection. The first stage of the model, illustrated
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by Sherry (1983), can reflect the mental process of posting an image, or replying via a
comment or a ‘like’. Posting, commenting, sharing, replying or ‘liking” are then reflected
in the second stage of the model, with these actions representing the gift exchange itself
and the attendant dynamics. Then, the social outcomes from the online interactions of

the media users define the state of the relationship, either strengthened or weakened.

The online sphere consists of a network of individuals in which communication can take
place as it allows the flow and exchange of information. Internet access via mobile
devices has been a considerable influence in causing users to use phones more often and
to create a bond between individuals and their mobile devices. For instance, Lobinger
(2016) refers to photo-sharing practices, identifying online interactions as ‘networked
photography’ through which users capture a moment and share it with their community
online. Mobile and social media applications are included in the daily routine of a
communicative act for individuals in today’s 21st century (Napoli, 2011; Lobinger,
2016). Media users are thus able to participate, share and interact back and forth with
each other on social platforms. The concept of reciprocal social exchanges conceptualises
the creation of large social groups. Ties and bonds are developed between individuals of
a social group and are considerably improved by the digital platform affordances.
Formulated by Gibson (1977), the theory of affordances can be used to understand how
technology causes or shapes social actions. Gibson (1977) presents technologies as
“action possibilities” that are realised depending on the abilities of the individuals in a
given environment or platform. In the case of Instagram, affordances refer to the platform
features and how individuals choose to use them in order to ease social exchange.
According to Murray (2012), digital design shapes interaction, providing new formats
and genre conventions. Instagram therefore offers new opportunities for symbolic
expression and content creation with food images, where the respondents have
expectations and value judgments with particular digital actions. Affordances enable us

to explore the ways in which technology affords sociality.

Research into online communities within the social sciences has been conducted since
the early development of the Internet. Rheingold (1993) investigated online communities
and their participatory aspects. In his research, he depicts rather utopic ideals attached to
the Internet and suggested that media users aspire to earn social validation (the thoughtful

effort of shaping perception aimed at producing a ratifying response) and peer recognition
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(the act of being recognised by others) through their posts (Rheingold, 1993). The
exchange practices in the online communities aimed to create a continuous network of
relations that consequently produce social capital. He finds that media users were
motivated to post content in order to obtain a virtual reward. Rheingold explains how
users were able to accumulate social capital and earn recognition from their gift. Again
considering primitive societies, Mauss highlights the fact that the act of giving and
receiving reflects one’s social prestige/status. Prestige is, therefore, based on the
quality/price of the gifts. This notion of the ‘prestige gift’ in digital media can be analysed
by exploring the nature of the users’ contributions. For example, Rheingold (1993) and
Kollock (1999), who have studied the motivations of online gift-giving, point out that
reputation is an important resource for attaining greater prestige. Social capital is
connected with “group membership and social networks” (Bourideu, 1986:2) and on the
individuals’ motives for interacting within the community. For instance, Kollock (1999)
identifies several motives (reputation, prestige, self-image) that encourage participation
in online community and therefore boost social capital (Rheingold, 1993; Kollock 1999).
According to several scholars (Rheingold, 1993; Kollock, 1999; Lampel and Bhalla,
2007), social capital, social prestige and recognition can be augmented within social
communities where media users are able to promote their status and legitimise their
identity (Lampel and Bhalla, 2007). Pioneer work conducted on virtual community
reveals how social interactions provide status, which is then used to boost one’s social

capital.

Gift givers build their reputation through moka or potlatch and increase their social
capital when exchanging gifts (Mauss, 1954). Is important to further discuss the different
types of ties which enable individuals to gain social capital. Granovetter’s (1973) concept
of strong and weak tie examines how strong and weak social relationships contribute to
building social capital. Network researchers have distinguished between strong ties
(family and friends) and weak ties (such as acquaintances) (Granovetter, 1973).
Networked social capital facilitates the exchange of social resources between individuals
thanks to strong and weak ties. A high level of social capital recognises access to
supportive resources from strong and weak ties within social networks. This concept is
relevant for the digital platform of Instagram, where users create networks made of strong
and weak ties, which results in the building and maintenance of relationships. There are

a series of criteria that can be used to distinguish strong and weak ties: the duration of a
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relationship (length of relationship and time spent together), emotional intensity,
intimacy, and reciprocal services (Granovetter, 1973). These criteria are essential to
understand which types of ties contribute to building social capital within digital
networks. Strong ties entail a high level of trust, while weak ties are valuable when
individuals are seeking diverse or unique information from someone outside their regular
contacts. For instance, Thoits (2011) argues that support from strong ties is positively
linked with well being and self-worth. Bryant and Marmo (2012) explain how social
networking sites encourage relational maintenance by their users by allowing people to

reconnect (lost connection) and strengthening weak social ties.

Social network sites (SNS) such as Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, etc., facilitate
connections of weak ties and strong ties, giving a channel for social support. For instance,
Ellison et al. (2010) discuss the social capital implications of Facebook which eases
communication practices and online friendships. A growing body of literature has shown
that using social media is positively correlated to social interaction and network building,
producing social capital (Ellison et al. 2007). Studies show that social media platform
use correlates with social tie maintenance, social enhancement, social support and
interpersonal connectivity as positive outcomes (Wellman and Gulia, 1999; Seidman,
2013; Mantyméki and Islam, 2016). For instance, Ellison’s study (2007) emphasises that
Facebook affordances enable media users to easily maintain social capital by crystallising
relationships that could otherwise have been ephemeral. Hence, the use of social media
allows users to maintain their social capital through ties and bonds. Recent studies discuss
how the use of social networking sites increases the size of social networks and generates
social capital (Hampton and Wellman, 2001; Wellman, et al. 2001; Kraut et al. 2002;
Donath and Boyd, 2004; Valkenburg and Peter, 2007; Valenzuela et al. 2009; Hampton
and Ling, 2013).

The body of literature on online social exchanges and communication has to date
focussed on the use of Facebook and its benefits for its users. The increase in
interpersonal relationships, social interactions and social validation is positively
associated with the use of social media. For instance, Valenzuela et al. (2009) found that
Facebook provided happiness to its users by boosting social trust and engagement, while
research by Hampton et al. (2011) showed that interpersonal communication is positively

related to the diversity and size of the network. Online communities permit the support
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of interrelations among individuals by offering different ways of communication such as
commenting, tagging, posting and ‘liking” with a wide and diverse network available to
them. Furthermore, researchers have found that the ‘like’ button, records appreciation,
shows support and social validation with feedback (Tong and Walther, 2011; Lee and
Lee, 2017). 1t is therefore by clicking the ‘like’ button, by creating a post or a comment
on a friend’s photo that media users are able to experience a sense of belonging to the
community. ‘Likes’ and comments are used to express affection on a different level
which further enables individuals to express their willingness to commit to a relationship
by expressing a form of acknowledgement towards other users (Donath, 2008). This is
substantiated by Mansson and Myers (2011), who argue that posting and tagging a friend
can show affection through Facebook. These research efforts explain how social media

affordances enable its users to express and maintain relational maintenance.

Studies confirm a positive link between social media and social well-being (Tobin et al.
2014; Burke et al. 2010). When media users post, message, or ‘like’, their feelings of
bonding and social capital improve, while their sense of loneliness decreases. Tobin et
al. (2014) conducted a study separating two different groups of individuals. The first
group was able to receive ‘likes’ and comments while the second was not able to. The
results of this study suggest that the more ‘likes’ and comments a person obtains, the
better he/she feels about himself/herself. The second group who did not receive any
comments felt bad about themselves. The first group scored higher than the second group
for all the following categories: sense of inclusion, belonging, self-esteem, control sense
of meaningful existence and perceived interest. When individuals post and share content,
it can be associated with feelings of pride, accomplishment, and recognition. These forms
of gratification provide users with a positive experience stemming from these online
interactions. It is noticeable that online social exchanges provide users with personal
gratification comparable to a social currency that can be accumulated and helps users to
feel good and maintain their relationships. Monetary rewards are disregarded in favour
of a feeling of being recognised by a social group and maintaining social communication
(Tamir and Mitchel, 2012). ‘Liking’ back and reciprocating interactions of social media
provide the opportunity to connect with a large social network, thereby satisfying the
need for belonging and affiliation (Cheikh-Ammar and Barki, 2014; Lee and Lee, 2017).
Supporting this idea, Hars and Ou (2002) reported a positive linkage between peer

recognition and the giver’s contribution within virtual communities. They identified the
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extrinsic reward accumulated when individuals participate to virtual communities, which
refers to the notion that users are motivated by a desire to gain a reward. Users perform
and engage within communities in an activity so as to get something in return. Intrinsic
motivation, by contrast, refers to performing an activity for its inherent satisfaction. It
refers to a form of behaviour that is itself its own reward, based on a sense of personal
satisfaction and pleasure (Lakhani and Wolf, 2005). Similar to the public ceremonies of
the potlatch (or the moka practice) associated with gift-giving, media users have the
competence to elevate themselves, especially when others recognise the value of the
content through reciprocity. Events such as the potlatch are relevant ceremonies to use
as references when studying the concept of reciprocity within online social exchanges.
During these ceremonies, the maintenance of social relationships and alliances were

dependent on the ability to be recognised socially by other tribe members.

Several research efforts have pointed out intrinsic and extrinsic incentive mechanisms in
online communities to identify the reasons why individuals participate in these
communities (Hars and Ou, 2002; Lakhani and Wolf, 2005). Oh and Syn (2015) provide
a list of the motives for posting on social media. They include both extrinsic and intrinsic
incentives: enjoyment, self-efficacy, learning, personal gain, altruism, empathy,
community interest, social engagement, reputation and reciprocity. More specifically,
Lee et al. (2015) developed a survey with the aim of uncovering the dimensions of
motives for participating (sharing, ‘liking’, posting, commenting) on Instagram. Five
motives were identified by the researchers, including both social and psychological
motives: social interaction, archiving, self-expression, escapism and peeking. The
research, conducted on Korean Instagram users, highlights that social interaction is a
strong factor for users who want to maintain social relationships with other people using
this platform. The findings support the idea that the use of the platform enables its users
to obtain social support, present themselves to others, pursue relaxation, avoid loneliness,

escape reality and browse pictures related to their interests.

The existing literature has several gaps. Firstly, little is known about the applicability of
these findings regarding the use of Instagram and social capital. Secondly, there is a
considerable absence of knowledge on whether the social image-based networking sites
such as Instagram resemble the system of exchanges of the archaic tribes explored by

Mauss (1954). Research must therefore contribute and add knowledge on the use of
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Instagram, the notion of reciprocal exchanges and the gain of social capital regarding
strong and weak social ties. It is essential to explore the motives behind the users’
participation in order to further conceptualise the theory of gift-giving in the digital
community. Past research has focussed on the motives associated with participating to
digital communities; however, no research has explored the reasons that trigger users to
maintain digital interactions and identify the mechanism of reciprocal exchanges with
their community. Digital posting has received little empirical attention. An investigation
into the use of the Instagram platform would provide a pioneer study to better understand
digital practices (reciprocal acts of ‘liking’, posting, and commenting) and provide a

critical analysis on the impact that the affordances of Instagram have on its users.

Applying Mauss’ view to digital social exchanges and communities is relevant because
gift exchange has been used as a lens through which to understand computer-mediated
communication practices. Skageby (2010) has indeed generalised the concept of
reciprocity and expanded the knowledge on social bonding. He has explored the
relationship between gifting and social networking technologies as part of a social
phenomenon. Nevertheless, there has not been any extensive research into digital
exchanges on the more recent Instagram platform. It is essential to identify if reciprocal
exchanges are potentially led by feelings of moral obligation or indebtedness in order to

provide a complete understanding of digital interactions and the digital social fabric.

b) An idealised vision of social media?

A romanticised vision of digital interactions boosting capital and social bonds has been
highlighted by many studies discussed in the section above; nevertheless, past studies
(the majority considering Facebook) have depicted a negative impact of the use of SNSs
on interpersonal relationships and individuals’ well-being (Campbell et al. 2002; Chou
and Edge, 2002; Hars and Ou’s work 2002; Valenzuela, 2009; Anderson et al., 2012;
Krasnova et al. 2013; Steers et al. 2014; Vogel et al. 2014; Tandoc et al. 2015;
Méantyméki and Islam, 2016; Clark et al. 2017). Several research efforts have indeed

linked the use of social media to deviant and damaging effects, resulting in negative
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outcomes on users’ sociality and well-being. These past research efforts are discussed in

the following section of the literature review.

When considering digital communities in which individuals exchange content, the
question of how the digital environment has created new opportunities and new
challenges can be raised. This research aims to provide the characteristics that determine
how relationships and bonds are formed, maintained, or damaged via digital interactions.
Social media has brought opportunities for individuals to communicate efficiently with
mobile devices offering a “nomadic communication”. This expression, as used by
Creeber and Martin (2009:108), explains how sharing in online social networks is made
easy: images are captured, and videos are uploaded to be instantly shared via social
networks. Tong and Walther (2011) proposed that social networking sites’ affordances
facilitate social transactions thanks to low-cost interactions that enable users to perform
relational maintenance within large networks. It is thus an era of independent users who
take control over their media devices. Vollmer and Precourt (2008) illustrate this idea,
and present the shifts in the media environment and its consequences in today’s society.
The authors suggest that people are constantly asking for more control over their media
consumption and, consequently, they gradually become independent creators of their own

environment.

Paradoxically, some studies discuss the increased dependence on media devices as being
responsible for reducing social involvement and psychological well-being (Turkle, 2011,
Anderson et al. 2012). Studies have revealed that the introduction of new communication
technology has been centre of attention in the assessment as to whether social networking
sites can negatively affect the quality of interpersonal relationships (Kraut et al. 1998;
Nie et al. 2002). A body of literature has focused on the notion of social exchanges within
the social networking site of Facebook, whereas research on newer platforms such as
Instagram and Snapchat is still relatively sparse. This study thus explores whether
Instagram digital exchanges boost social capital, and social relations but also questions
the presence of indebtedness, responsibilities and moral obligation within digital
postings. Social media’s ability to provide prosperous social interactions and enjoyable
experience for users’ social circles remains unclear, but is a topic of considerable interest.
As Mauss explains, archaic communities increase their social capital through social

exchanges which spark moral obligations and social responsibilities to reciprocate. A

44



pertinent line of enquiry is, therefore, to explore whether digital exchange conveys
feelings of obligation to reciprocate and feelings of indebtedness, similar to, respectively,
Mauss’ observation of archaic communities and Marcoux’s analysis of social
communities. The interest of this research is to identify whether digital interactions
maintain social capital or negatively impact users’ social sphere, creating social pressure

and moral obligations.

Relative to Facebook and Twitter, there is a dearth of research on Instagram. Previous
research focussing on the use of Facebook has outlined the negative outcomes on social
interactions and bonds. Several past research efforts reveal a less appealing perception of
social media sites as causing feelings of jealousy (Elphinston and Noller, 2011) and
psychological stress (Chen and Lee, 2013). Besides, narcissism and self-esteem have
received attention for investigation on social media sites (Mehdizadeh, 2010, Turkle,
2011; Fox and Rooney, 2015). The notion of self-esteem, defined by Coopersmith (1967)
as an individual’s positive or negative evaluation of the self has been the focal point of
many researchers when exploring social media. Studies have reported that social media
users with low self- esteem tend share pictures as self-promoting tools (the digital
platforms are used by users to present themselves to others as accomplished, smart and
skilled individuals) (Mehdizadeh, 2010). Furthermore, in contrast to Hars and Ou’s work
(2002), some studies have found negative relationships between the use of SNS and self-
esteem, relationship suspicion and relationship uncertainty (Kalpidou et al. 2011; Fox
and Warber, 2014; Stapleton et al. 2017). For instance, Mantyméki and Islam (2016)
point out negative influences associated with the use of social networking sites, and they
discuss the idea that exhibitionism and voyeurism are negative gratifications related to
the use of social media. Besides, Stapleton et al.’s (2017) findings support the idea of a
correlation between low self-esteem and the use of SNS. The study suggests that intense
use of Instagram influences the self-worth of users, depending on the approval from other
users. Similarly, other research explores the associations of Instagram use with
depressive symptoms and negative comparison (Lup et al. 2015). The authors highlight

how Instagram can make users susceptible to negative consequences on their well-being.

It is essential to point out that researchers have debated whether the Internet is improving
or damaging social relationships. Pioneer research on the use of the Internet and online

relationships depicted a damaged sociality as resulting from various causes. For instance,
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Krau et al. (1998) conducted a study to explore how Internet use could impact social
involvement; more specifically, the authors highlighted that the Internet was affecting
individuals’ social interactions by causing them to withdraw from their social circles.
Kraut et al. (1998) described how Internet use had a negative impact on the maintenance
of social connections. According to them, a decrease of psychological well-being and a
withdrawal from physical relationships was associated with the use of the Internet.
Furthermore, as the participants of their research initially used the Internet for
communication, which generally has positive effects, Kraut et al. (1992) called this
phenomenon the ‘Internet Paradox’. This ‘paradox’ refers to the fact that they found a
correlation between the use of Internet with loneliness, depression a reduction of social
involvement and the consequent decrease in psychological well-being (Kraut et al. 2002).
The scholars Nie and Erbring (2000) support previous theories about the impact of
Internet use on society. They conducted a quantitative study to examine the time
spent on the Internet and the impact on individuals’ social lives. They found that
individuals’ loss of contact with their social circle was dependent on the time they used
the internet (Nie and Erbring, 2000). Vitak (2008) substantiated these views with the
finding that online relationships were much weaker and less supportive than offline ones
(Mesch and Talmud, 2006; Vitak, 2008).

Communication researchers therefore argue that the development of online connections
can negatively impact offline relationships (Kraut et al. 1998; Nie and Erbring, 2000).
Increasingly, research has challenged the benefits of online social relationship
maintenance and interactions, which are usually deemed to be at the expense of offline
relationships. The experiment by the psychologist Kross et al. (2013) argued that
Facebook tends to make people sad and lonely, opposing the research by Valenzuela et
al. (2013) discussed earlier. The results of the study by Kross et al. (2013) challenge the
beneficial use of Facebook for social connection and argues that its use weakens well-
being and fails to fulfil the human need for social connection. Furthermore, Anderson et
al. (2012) discuss the effects of Facebook on its users who can become addicted to the
network, resulting in negative psychological consequences such as loneliness. The notion
of loneliness is discussed by Turkle (2011) in her work, where she talks about the use of

social media technologies. The author observed how individuals socialise on digital
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networks and explained how these technologies may offer the illusion of companionship.

She claims:

We are changed as technology offers us substitutes for connecting with each other
face-to-face. We are offered robots and a whole world of machine-mediated
relationships on networked devices. As we instant-message, e-mail, text, and
Twitter, technology redraws the boundaries between intimacy and solitude (...).
After an evening of avatar-to avatar talk in a networked game, we feel, at one
moment, in possession of a full social life and, in the next, curiously isolated, in
tenuous complicity with strangers. We build a following on Facebook or
MySpace and wonder to what degree our followers are friends. We recreate
ourselves as online personae and give ourselves new bodies, homes, jobs, and
romances. Yet, suddenly, in the half-light of virtual community, we may feel
utterly alone. (2011:12)

While the use of SNSs may provide a sense of belonging, maintain relationships or boost
social capital (Mantymaki and Islam, 2016; Seidman, 2013), some research highlights
how online technology tools give the illusion of being connected with a wide social
network (Hampton et al. 2011) that provides social benefits; however, it can also convey
a greater sense of loneliness (Kross et al. 2013). Does digital interaction promote a wider

network and strengthen bonds, or does it enhance loneliness?

The research conducted by Clark et al. (2017) provides an interesting analysis on the use
of social media, highlighting that social network sites can be beneficial when used to
make meaningful social connections, however they can be harmful and increase feelings
of isolation and social comparison for some individuals (Seabrook et al. 2016). The study
supports a link between the use of Facebook and loneliness, when the users fulfil social
needs by lurking and browsing through others people’s profiles. This social snacking
activity fails to contribute interpersonal connection, and thus provides an illusory social
engagement that can lead people to feel lonely and isolated. Network sites can trigger
upward social comparison (Vogel et al. 2014; Lup et al. 2015), envy and jealousy
(Campbell et al. 2002; Chou and Edge, 2002; Stapleton et al. 2017). Social comparison
is the basic human tendency to feel good or bad about ourselves based on how we

compare to others (Festinger, 1950). Upward social comparisons induce negative feelings
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as it occurs when an individual compares himself to a person he perceives as superior
(Wheeler,1966). Certain profiles are at greater risk for social comparison than others, for
instance, users who watch other’s comments and posts without interacting with them
(Clark et al. 2017). The users may feel their lives are lacking when they compare their
lived experiences with others’ self-presentations on social media (Boyd and Ellison,
2008).

Some research has pointed out the importance of ‘liking’, posting and sharing within
social networking sites in order to feel validated socially by other individuals. As
previously mentioned, the study conducted by Tobin et al. (2014), which examined two
different groups of users, revealed that the group obtaining the fewer ‘likes’ and
comments was psychologically impacted by social invalidation. This idea was further
substantiated by Lee et al. (2016) who found that enjoyment and interpersonal
relationship are the main motives for users to ‘like’ their friends’ pictures. Being
compelled by social norms leads individuals to react and show support to the person who
shares content (Lee et al. 2015). The ‘like’ button, therefore, helps to maintain
relationships and fortifies closeness (Tong and Walther, 2011). Lambert (2013) discusses
Mauss’ anthropological work and draws a parallel between his findings with Mauss’
notion of reciprocity. He links Mauss’ idea that gifts are rarely given without the
expectation of reciprocity with the participants of his research who, once they receive
‘likes’ from other users, are more likely to “like back’ what others have posted in return
(2013:65). Lambert (2013) therefore explained how gift debts can be moved to the online
environment, which functions on the same grounds: the gift holds the spiritual power of
the giver, which encourages the receiver to return the gift and thus create social bonds.
He concludes by claiming that his participants “perpetuate reciprocal obligations of
identification” (2013:65). The researcher observed a pattern of reciprocal exchanges
when media users received a comment, a ‘like’ or a ‘tag’ from their friends, which made

them compelled to return the gesture.

In the same vein, Colvin (2009) supported the idea that the power of reciprocity exists
within online social interactions. She made the attempt to understand whether the
dynamics of reciprocity on the Twitter platform were useful for business opportunities.
She identified the five steps that should be followed in order to have a successful Twitter

account and generate social capital from a business perspective: follow, reply, retweet,
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share, repeat. Furthermore, Colvin (2009) emphasised the importance of giving if one
wants to receive and gain in social capital. Although this research addresses the ‘social
for business’ aspect of Twitter for individuals who use the platform as a promotional tool,
it raises interesting questions and ideas as to how reciprocity works on social media.
Colvin (2009) depicts a system based on strategies and calculation to achieve social

capital, and therefore personal gain.

Little peer-reviewed academic research has been undertaken to examine the mechanisms
and motives that make users feel the pull to reciprocate (‘liking” or commenting
behaviours). Indeed, the specific motives of reciprocity via sharing, commenting and
‘liking’ still need to be investigated on the Instagram platform. This idea leads to one
questioning the nature of social exchanges on Instagram, comparing simple acts of
generosity to obligated and self-interested acts. Mauss (1954) noted that, in archaic
societies, social relationships rely on the action to give and to reciprocate gift-giving. The
acceptance of receiving a gift shapes people’s identity and consequently creates trust
between individuals. By contrast, capitalist societies are represented by give-to-give
contract exchanges; as a result, it seems relevant to explore digital posting and digital
interactions, in order to understand whether the indebtedness, moral obligation and social
responsibilities exist within the digital sphere of social exchanges. The aim is to explore
the Instagram digital community and understand the nature of the system of exchange:
does it operate through acts of generosity or acts of calculation, that is, self- interested

contract-based motives?

Past research has identified the notion of reciprocity within social media, and established
a link between social media use with various negative effects without actually focussing
on the notion of indebtedness within digital communities. Past researchers have
conducted numerous studies in the attempt to identify the impact of the use of SNSs on
media users (whether for positive or negative correlation). However, these research
neither focus on the system of reciprocal exchanges nor on the incentives that trigger
users to post, ‘like’ or reciprocate. It is essential to distinguish whether users are driven
by altruistic motives or led by self-interested premises (calculative) in order to

conceptualise Mauss’ framework of gift exchanges in the digital sphere.
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The visual aspect of Instagram provides new ways to interact as compared to other SNSs.
Instagram users are indeed able to use pictures to express themselves, their lifestyles and
tastes (Lee et al. 2015). It is deemed to be necessary to focus on the self-presentation
medium in order to 1) uncover the mechanism of social interactions, 2) identify the
potential social rewards or loss when participating in a community, and 3) assess the
incentives that motivate users to reciprocate. This research uses food-related pictures to
explore the value of the gifts, and to understand better whether a virtual hau can be
conceptualised to theorise the concept of digital reciprocity. The last section of the
literature review discusses the cultural symbols and meanings associated with food and
exposes how food provides the means to analyse reciprocal exchanges within digital
communities. This research provides the best tools to answer a relevant set of questions
by exploring digital gestures through food. Within this context, this research represents
a pioneer study that will attempt to contribute to social science research and provide a
better understanding of users’ incentives to participate in the digital community and to
critically assess the extent to which social networking sites facilitate social transactions
and relationship maintenance. Based on Mauss’ theoretical framework of the gift, this
research therefore examines how digital interactions can make or break relationships

within society.

The exploration of food provides knowledge on the social and cultural aspect of the
individuals’ exchange. This empirical focus is further detailed in the following section of
the literature review. This section reviews existing literature on food media (offline and
online) in order to explain how food is able to provide a thorough exploration of the
concepts that embrace the gift-theory such as social validation (prestige) and identity.
Indeed, the aim is to develop a clear understanding of the meaning of digital interactions

and the mechanism of exchange via the exploration of Instagram food-posts.
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The digital food-related content offers socio-cultural dimensions that represent
meaningful patterns to explore in order to understand all aspects of social behaviour.
Food has been used by past researchers to explore and understand social patters. This
research addresses how the media users build their identity and display it through a set of
narratives embedded through food. The media users engage in the work of producing
their identity and a sense of self in their digital platform. For example, according to Jang
et al. (2015), post topics that result in interactions and enthusiasm translated by ‘likes’
are posts that reflect social media users’ interests and preferences. For instance, a recent
study on Snapchat reveals a list of the main categories of pictures being sent, in which
food appears amongst other categories such as animals, declarations of love, selfies or
friends (Kofoed and Larsen, 2016). Food is therefore used by media users to express and
share personal preferences. Research indicates that posting pictures and receiving
feedback is linked to maintaining social relationship and social validation from peers;
however, digital behaviour and its influence in building or maintaining relationships
needs to be further investigated in order to understand the mechanism of social exchange
in order to provide a critical analysis of the scope of digital participation on individuals’

sociality.

Both role of the visual and the interactive nature of social media add new dimensions
through which the possibilities of exchange and communication can be enriched. The
practice of sharing, commenting and ‘liking” must be explored to conceptualise digital
reciprocal exchanges in which users use image-based social media as a tool to convey
narratives, stories, memories and maintain relational development. As previously
mentioned, knowledge of a given culture can be articulated through food (Veblen, 1899;
Lévi-Strauss, 1970; Elias, 1978; Douglas, 1975; Bourdieu, 1984). Therefore, it can be
argued that in order to further understand digital community practices, it is necessary —
or it can certainly be helpful —to understand the visuality of food within the digital sphere.
The digitisation of social exchange has enabled media users to interact, share and
exchange with each other (Rau et al. 2008). Hence, users have the ability to provide
instant feedback and communicate personal attributes. Within this context of instant
exchanges, one might consider how posting and interacting can enrich one’s social

capital.
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The first part of this section specifically provides a discussion of food as a cultural and
social tool used to understand social practices and behaviour. It reveals how food can be
used to express an authority and power that can be transcribed into social capital. The
second part focusses on self-disclosure within digital media and on past research
conducted using image-based sharing digital media to understand social practices and
users’ behaviour. The section discusses past studies on sharing practices to further
understand the motives behind the use of social platforms. This section discusses the

social outcomes linked with digital media platforms.

a) The role that food plays in society

During the early twentieth century the food industry expanded, and food became a matter
of interest for scholars (Appadurai 1981; Douglas 1971; Ortner 1978). Eating codes were
used to define an individual’s place in society (Douglas, 1971); food was interpreted as
a language by which to express social structures and cultural systems (Lévi-Strauss,1970)
and taste was used to define social stratification and class (Bourdieu, 1984). The focus
on food contributes to the provision of meaning to our social culture. Several researchers
and anthropologists have relied on food to expose individuals’ attitudes, practices and
social relationships. Among these researchers, Malinowski (1935), Levi- Strauss (1966)
and Douglas (1971) have explored traditional societies and present food as being more
than merely fuel for the human body. To Malinowski (1935), the meaning of food enables
the anthropologist to understand the social dimensions of the Trobrianders society.
Malinowski (1935) explored the way in which food serves as a medium of exchange
between people as a social ‘lubricant’ in various societies. As such, he explored how the
Trobriand Islanders grow yam, taro, pumpkin, banana, mango, sugar cane and peas. As
he writes, “gardening, and effective gardening at that, with a large surplus produce, lies
at the root of all tribal authority as well as the kinship system and communal organization
of the Islanders” (1935:101). Yam enabled the Trobriand Islanders to solve private
conflicts by handing it out from one village to another. These crops were used as means
of currency that becomes a tribute to a chief and a marriage gift. In the Trobriand society,
a man who is about to get married is required to share his yam with the woman’s
household in the form of “a harvest gift” (1935: 277). Malinowski states that few

Trobriand islander men were able to build huge, decorated yam houses as the average
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man owned more modest yam houses, but still tried to present the vegetables harvested
in an aesthetic way, forming impressive piles of it. The underlying notion of food and
aesthetics present certain societal practices and norms. Only certain foods have been
designated as being adequate gifts to maintain kinship bonds and the power relations
among the Trobrianders. Malinowski’s study offers information about cooking and food
exchange, and presents the variety of functions of food which are present in, but not

limited to, the so-called ‘primitive’ societies.

In the same vein, Levi-Strauss (1966) and Douglas (1971) assert that food adheres to the
same general practices as language, as food is perceived as a ‘code’ that can express
patterns about social relationships. According to Levi-Strauss (1966), food categories are
products of human minds where units of food are constituted by gustemes. He draws the
parallel between alimentary codes and linguistics phonemes, from which he creates a
culinary triangle (raw-cook-rotten), in which binary oppositions between cooking and
raw distinguish the civilised human from the animal. Cooking symbolically marks a
transition from nature to culture, and also from nature to society. Since raw is natural in
origin, cooked therefore signifies a cultural and social stage. Levi-Strauss’s description
of cooking techniques has been useful in this study to situate the cooked cultural side of
the culinary triangle and the overcooked, which is not deemed to be natural. This
structural analysis of food indicates how categories related to eating are subject to cultural
ordering systems from which structure can be embedded in process of social life. In a
similar manner to Malinowski and his study on Trobrianders who give food to maintain
kinship, Levi-Strauss (1966) emphasised the symbolic structure of kinship, where the
exchange of goods and language allows one to understand social life. Douglas (1971)
developed Levi- Strauss’ ideas (1966) and provided further information regarding food
preparation and, further, contributed significantly to the study of the relationships
between food and ritual and food and social structure. From Douglas’ (1971)
anthropological thinking, a culture can be understood via food. By focussing on symbolic
anthropology, she identified inedible foods in fieldwork in a small-scale society in the
Congo. I relied on her work to understand how, in specific ecological and historical
contexts, individuals simultaneously create particular patterns of society and organize
knowledge, and produce beliefs and ritual, in compatible patterns. Douglas’s
“Abominations of Leviticus” (1966) work argues that different cultures create symbolic

order, where she uses disorder and dirt as a way to understand how culture is built around
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categories of food. She presents how symbols are constructed and how they reflect a
specific culture. These food categories contain messages and indeed represent mediums
that articulate social relationships, social values, social hierarchies, social experiences
and boundaries. Douglas’ work (1966) has enables me to understand the food hierarchy
order on a deeper level and to distinguish the messages transmitted by certain food
preferences (for instance mouthful versus large courses being posted on Instagram).

Nevertheless, Meigs’ ethnographic study (1996) criticises Douglas’ rigidity (1966).
Meigs studied food and nutrition in Papa New Guinea, where she focussed less on food
categories and more on food and relationships as emotion carriers. One of Meigs’ ideas
was particularly interesting from the perspective of my study, which is the notion of ‘nu’.
‘Nu’ refers to vitality of the food which is dependent on the quality of the relationships.
Meigs (1996) described the transmission of ‘nu’ in the exchange process and circulation
of foods, and develops the notion that ‘nu’ is a fluid transmission of identity and a

representation of exchange.

Over the past few years, food-focused culture and media have exploded, from TV shows,
health magazines, food-focussed applications that can be downloaded to smartphones,
recipe books on kindle to food festivals. Food therefore serves as a medium for the
expression of cultural meaning and has quite forcefully burst upon our digitised
contemporary society in social networks through applications such as Instagram,
Pinterest, Snapchat and Facebook. According to the Webstagram website (Websta,
2017), which provides the ranking of Instagram’s most popular images in 2017, food is
one of the most popular types of content exchanged, with the hashtags: “yummy”
“foodporn” “dessert”. 95 million photos and videos are uploaded per day and the number
of ‘likes’ per day is estimated at 4.2 billion (Instagram, 2018). With the explosion in the
number of photos taken, individuals have adopted the habit of documenting their
experiences, which of course involves ‘mundane’ details of their daily lives as their food
(Murphy, 2010). Food is an anthropological tool that helps one to understand social
integration, social habits and relationships. As Douglas (1971) argues, food enables us to

learn more about people and culture over time. In Douglas’s article, she claims:
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If food is treated as a code the message it encodes will be found in the pattern
of social relations being expressed. The message is about different degrees
of hierarchy, inclusion and exclusion, boundaries and transactions across the
boundaries. Like sex, the taking of food has a social component, as well as
a biological one. (1971:36)

Hence, food can be used as a symbol of identity and difference; it defines individuals
through knowing what they eat and how they eat it, but also through what they do not
eat. Food shapes cultures and creates a worldview among individuals who embrace

similar, culinary cultures (Douglas, 1971).

The study of food and identity has been explored psychologically and anthropologically
in terms of how meaning is expressed (Lévi-Strauss, 1970; Veblen, 1899; Elias, 1978;
Bourdieu, 1984; Douglas, 1975). Food is viewed as a language that expresses social
structures (Belk, 1996). Not only is food a source of nutrition but also a way to express
cultural systems. Indeed, Lévi-Strauss (1970) suggests that food must not only be good
to eat, but also good to think (with). Ethnographic research has shown that food reveals
forms of social ranking within society and carries connotations as to class and privilege
(Veblen, 1899). Social power and relationships status can be identified and defined
thanks to the meaning of food. In the same area of thought, Bourdieu (1984) has also
emphasised that class is defined by taste. Bourdieu (1984) defines food as an indicator of
identity and suggests that taste mirrors one’s social position. Taste (food choices) is
socially conditioned, and reflects a symbolic hierarchy which distinguishes one social
class from another. As result, using food in the online context enriches the meanings
associated with the exchanges and interactions between media users. The food choices of
cultural groups are usually linked to ethnic behaviour and religious beliefs. Kittler et al.
(2012) address the idea of how food habits document an individual’s identity by
suggesting that eating is a daily reaffirmation of cultural identity. In other words, food
provides appropriate cultural and social characteristics by which to understand how users
project their individuality in their posts in a similar manner to gift givers during
potlatches and moka exchanges. This leads to explore the everyday practices of users’
interactions of food contents to further explore the link between social exchanges, social

capital gain and identity in the digital sphere. De Fina et al. (2006) define identity as:
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Neither a given nor a product. Rather, identity is a process that takes place in
concrete and specific interactional occasions, yields constellations of identities
instead of individual, monolithic constructs, does not simply emanate from the
individual, but results from processes of negotiation and entextualisation that are
social. (2006:2)

Food, within the context of digital media, offers a representation of social culture that is
both constructed and shaped by media users. They create themselves, their identity and
social affiliations through the social media and networks they participate in. As food is a
cultural artefact, users’ participation in social media inevitably gives a picture and an
understanding of their culture. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) suggest that participation in
social media is driven by the urge to generate an image that reflects one’s personal
identity. When media users post pictures, they give to the online community and share
their personal lives (Jenkins, 2006). As Hu et al. (2014) and Moon et al. (2016) posit,
Instagram users share everyday activity pictures captured by smart phones. On Instagram,
users share information regarding their lives, hobbies, memories and much more related
to their personal habits. Food can thus be seen as having a social meaning rather than a

purely functional one.

Data from digital marketing agency 360i shows that 25 percent of food photos are
motivated by the need to document our day. For instance, several motives for sharing
food pictures are identified in this research, including completing a food diary;
documenting self-creation; displaying a family/friend moment or posting food art.
The digital exchanges between individuals can be perceived similar to the archaic
exchange in which the gift itself is a symbol of the giver. Miller argues that food
represents culture because it is “an integral part of that process of objectification by which
we create ourselves as an industrial society, our identities, our social affiliations, our lived
everyday practices” (1987: 215). The empirical focus on food therefore allows one to
identify how digital exchanges are imbued with personal meanings so as to further
understand the meanings attached to these interactions and discover whether a hau can
be conceptualised within the digital exchanges. The food context of the research enables
me to assess how the spirit of the donor (in the act of giving, posting, commenting or
‘liking’) encourages reciprocal exchanges between media users and increases their social

capital.
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According to Mauss (1954), the practice of gift-giving ensures the reflection of oneself.
In archaic tribes, gifts possess a spiritual aspect that enables the conveyor to assert his
identity. The notion of self in gifts is therefore an important characteristic of the gift-
giving practice. Media users create themselves, their identities and their social affiliations
through social media (Sunden, 2003) and the gift-giving practice (Belk, 1979).
Digitalised society enables users to reflect their identities through social media; they are
therefore able to display their food habits thanks to their online contributions (posts,
comments, pictures, videos). Food identity in the media offers a representation of social
culture through the shared media platforms which is shaped by the users’ contributions.
Indeed, culinary skills and choices often reflect both a social and a personal dimension
(de Irala-Estevez et al. 2000). “Tell me what you eat, and I’ll tell you who you are”
argues Brillat-Savarin in his gastronomic masterpiece (1825). Food gifts are therefore an
excellent means through which to reflect a person’s identity. Brillat-Savarin’s comment
(1825) is emblematic and places food as the expression of an individual’s personality and
character. Food can also speak to a political identity on a cultural level. Brillat-Savarin
was a self-proclaimed epicurean from the bourgeoisie, and gave definitions of taste,
cuisine and appetite. He claimed that food and eating habits are markers of social
position, as well as supporting one’s identity. The values and meanings of food go beyond
nourishment, what and how one is eating can constitute the object that makes it possible

to identify and be identified.

I believe Elias” work (1978) has had a great impact on the social sciences within the
context of the sociology of the body, emotions, relational, culture and leisure, and further
the sociology of food and social manners. His work has enabled me to appreciate the web
of interdependence between food and society. Elias’ work on figurational sociology sheds
light on the changing attitudes around foodstuffs. He focussed on the history of food —
eating, washing, urinating, spitting and defecating — to study how social, politics,
economic changes shape the expression of emotion, manners, taste and lifestyle. Elias’
study presents how food determines social power and status relationships, but also how
food preferences change over time. The views on vegetarianism were perceived as a
logical development in the civilising process, where table manners and eating habits
became more sophisticated with an increasing threshold of shame and embarrassment

(Wicks, 2008).
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My understanding of food is guided by certain theories elaborated by anthropologists and
researchers (Malinowski, 1935; Levi- Strauss, 1966; Douglas, 1971; Elias, 1978; Meigs,
1996). Certain foods (i.e., yam) present a man’s power (Malinowski, 1935), whilst food
items are perceived as codes and linguistic tools (Douglas, 1966, 1971; Levi-Strauss,
1966). Past researchers have provided essential knowledge and understanding of food
and social practices that are relevant to the exploration of the way in which food items
are understood as structured carriers of meaning that are correlated to the social order
within the digital context. While Levi-Strauss discussed food categories that express
fundamental human attitudes and translate social structure; Douglas’s work (1975) on
food taboos opens a window into the understanding of the notion of identity in terms of
what one consumes or does not consume, as this differentiates individuals. Historical
research on food consumption and production, as led by Appadurai (1988), strengthened
Douglas’ idea of the symbolic representation of identity. Food can be used to dominate
and mark equality solidarity as well as being able to create distance. Historiographical
research on food production, consumption and distribution, cuisines and gastronomy
indicates that local, regional or national cuisines are symbolic representations of the
nation and, indeed, of the identity of individuals (Appadurai, 1988). This study of
digitalised food-based contents has been led by numerous anthropological predecessors
who present the values and meanings of food as not merely those of nourishment but as

actually being capable of bringing out the identity of an individual.

Food is at the core of human relationships, and helps us understand how media users
communicate and maintain bonds in the digital communities. It creates bonds between
people (Belasco and Scranton, 2002); for instance, the word ‘companion’, which comes
from the Latin word 'panis' for bread, describes someone with whom you share a meal.
The social media platform Instagram allows the exploration of cultural practices using
food to understand whether digital reciprocal exchanges act a social lubricant in online
media. The existing research has focussed on uses and gratifications as the theoretical
basis by which to investigate photo-sharing (Alhabash et al. 2014; Malik et al. 2016).
Nevertheless, to the best of my knowledge no research has centred on reciprocal
exchanges and the focus of food-sharing in order to understand reciprocal digital

interaction outcomes.
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b) The visual communication and disclosure

The following section further discusses how social identity that is constructed online,
plays an important role in conceptualising the practice of gift-giving in the digital sphere.
The internet has allowed users to portray their identities through the online world. The
concept of identity and the idea of a “self” was developed by Tesser (2002: 185), who
defines the self as a “collection of abilities, temperament, goals, values and preferences
that distinguish one individual from another”. This research uses Tesser’s (2002)
definition of the self in order to explore how food-related posts mirror identity and
personal preferences. Previous studies of identity presentation on social media have
shown that media users are particularly attentive to audience (Ellison et al. 2010). The
concept of self-presentation suggests that individuals have the desire to control the image
that others can create of them during social interactions (Goffman, 1959). Goffman
claims that “an individual is likely to present him or herself in a light that is favourable
to him or her” (1959: 7). The fundamental idea is that social media enables users to create
their identity via digital content images, where they constantly manage impressions.
Hence, taking and sharing pictures is a ubiquitous phenomenon for Instagram users who
have democratised the practice of sharing their identity with others. Social networking
sites encourage self-disclosure as it enables its users to engage with others by sharing
pictures, videos and others forms of media interactions (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010).
Self-disclosure refers to the act of revealing personal thoughts, feelings, preferences that
are consistent with the image one wants to project (Jourard, 1971). Kaplan and Haenlein
(2010) suggest that social media platforms can be classified according to their level of
self-presentation and self-disclosure. Following this argument, as Instagram is a visual-
based medium, it encourages self-presentation and self-disclosure via pictures and

videos.

Photo-sharing on social networking sites has become the focus of several studies to
explore the concept of self-disclosure. For instance, Facebook members share pictures to
help relational development, which is the main motive for self-disclosure (Waters and
Ackerman, 2011). A survey conducted by Williamson et al. (2017) reveals that users of
different social platforms (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) post to achieve identity

clarification, relational development, social validation, self-expression, information
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sharing to benefit others, and entertainment. The research also reveals that posts on
Facebook are used as status updates to further develop relationships with friends and

family.

Additionally, previous papers have focussed on photo-sharing practices on the online
image-sharing community Flickr (Miller and Edwards, 2007; Liu et al. 2013). A recent
study conducted by Moed et al. (2007) on Flickr argues that food is one of the most
common themes of the pictures published on the platform. Liu et al. (2013) gave an
exploratory study which attempts to understand members’ behaviour when taking
pictures of food and sharing their personal experiences. The authors expose how users
use food in order to record travel experiences and share information. The food image is
thus used as an act of information delivery. To illustrate this argument, Van House (2007)
presents an empirical study of the use of Flickr in which she identifies two types of image-
sharing on Flickr: “distant closeness” and “photo exhibition”. Van House (2007)
mentions that photographs construct narratives of our sense of self and lives. She further
argues that social media has increased the use of photographs and identifies four different
categories of social use for personal photography: 1) memory, narrative and identity; 2)
relationships; 3) self-representation and; 4) self-expression, as the use of social media is

linked with peer recognition and personal satisfaction. She suggests that:

The content and uses of personal photos has traditionally reflected and sustained
relationships. Photos of people and of shared places, events, and activities are

important for “togetherness”. Photos are given as gifts. (2007:2219)

Within these four different categories, Goffman’s concept of self-presentation (1959) is
echoed as Van House (2007) discusses the idea that individuals seek to present
themselves in such a way as to ensure that others see them as they wish to be seen. When
using social media, users are able to construct a public or semi-public profile within the
limits of the system (Boy and Ellison, 2008). Photos are therefore used as self-

presentation tool mirroring the photographer’s point of view and creativity.

Past research in visual studies has addressed the use of digital technology and photo-
sharing in different social media platforms (Facebook, Flickr, Instagram, Snapchat)
(Miller and Edwards, 2007; Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Liu et al. 2013; Alhabash et al.
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2014; Malik et al. 2016). These previous studies reveal the power of the visual and the
means through which digital media can transcribe one’s reality. Images are captured and
used as both narratives to the ongoing construction of identity on sharing platforms and
memories to recall personal experiences (Van House, 2007). The Instagram platform
enables its users to record, capture and interact with each other by constructing an image
and an identity to communicate to the world. This construction is possible through the
use of the visual media in which users are able to communicate what they eat, who they

are with, where they eat, and which food is displayed.

In line with postmodernism, which posits the disbelief in absolute truth (Featherstone,
2007), the digital media platforms enable users to construct their own realities. The
postmodernist view on the visual aspect of social media exposes the complexity of ‘real’
identity since individuals create their own desired identity based on social norms and
expectations. In postmodern culture, individuals are individualistically driven and eager
to create their identity to establish a positive impression. Hence the visual discourse helps
to select and highlight specific features that leads one to wonder as to the veracity of an
individual’s visual content on Instagram. Goffman (1959) explains the practice of
‘impression management” whereby individuals create favourable impressions with their
own reality. Hence, individuals tend to monitor how others respond to them when
presenting themselves. In Goffman's dramaturgical analysis, he argues that the self is
merely “the mask one chooses to wear in a given situation” (1959: 19). Individuals
therefore express what they want the audience to see of themselves as a theatrical display.
On the one hand, when individuals engage in performing activities in front of observers,
Goffman uses the term ‘front-stage’ performance, which refers to the positive idea of self
or desired self. On the other hand, the hidden place where individuals are their real selves
is defined as the ‘backstage’. ldentity performance therefore refers to individuals
projecting their desirable image through social interactions (Goffman, 1959). As Lee et
al. state, Instagram users create “their own personal cyber documentary through a variety

of fancy photos” (2015:555).

Goffman’s concept (1959) of self-representation is used in this research to understand
social interactions on the Instagram digital media platform. As Goffman suggests (1959),
humans are active and decide how to behave and interact in social settings, where the

world is similar to a ‘stage’. This research uses Goffman’s (1959) work to understand
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how individuals devise their own conduct to guide and control how others see them. Self-
representation sheds light on how humans act differently around other individuals in
social settings than they do when alone (following certain social expectations, norms, and
rules). This research therefore uses the concept of self- representation to explore the
process of dramaturgy in the digital media environment, where self- representation can
be assessed on the basis of visual content. Concepts of frontstage and backstage are
relevant to a determination of how users behave in their social worlds (crafted
representation, techniques of impression management, manipulation by the actors). With
the impressive number of more than 500 million daily active users, Instagram is the most
important social networking site worldwide (Instagram, 2018), and has transformed the
role of photographs and visual communication. It is a device that offers rich possibilities
for conducting social research as it opens up a new pathway to the exploration of socio-
cultural processes. Instagram enables one to see through the eyes of social actors, glimpse

into everyday rituals and private moments, i.e., both backstage and frontstage.

Previous research has emphasised the notion of ‘social currency’ stemming from the act
of photo sharing and digital interactions (posts, ‘likes’, comments). The 2016 food and
drink Waitrose Report, which is an extensive set of research into food trends based on
OnePoll Consumer Research, suggests that food is a currency used by people to show
who they are, with 44 percent of people in Britain admitting putting in more effort when
they share a picture of their meal on social media. Individuals are not only strategising
about how to virtually convey who they are, but also how to craft an Instagram version
of themselves in order to appeal to their audiences. The annual report states “As a nation,
we’re expressing ourselves through food as never before. From healthy eating and the
explosion of food photography on social media, to our desire to entertain others through
cooking, food is today’s hottest social currency: through it, we tell others about
ourselves” (Waitrose-Report, 2016). Hence food preferences give people the basic tools

through which to establish and perform their cultural identities on Instagram.

Manovich's research (2016) has focused on 16 million Instagram photos shared in 17
large cities worldwide since 2012, exposing how Instagram is in fact a window into the
identities of individuals connected by common social media platforms, programming
languages, and visual aesthetics. The research gives an insight into the sharing of

sophisticated cultural artefacts created by the use digital tools and platforms. Manovich
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(2016) provides a description of the state of mind of Instagram users and notes that a
significant number of Instagram users put considerable effort in providing sophisticated
content and the construction of aesthetic lifestyles. This notion brings us back to the
concept of fetishism and objectification developed in the first section of this literature
review. Marx (1867) provides an account of self-objectification that can be related to the
media users’ motive of editing photographs before posting them. This has been
researched by Fox and Rooney (2015), who develop the idea that self-objectification and
the motives for posting are interrelated. Previous research claim that posting selfies on
SNSs correlates with self- reporting narcissism in young males (Fox and Rooney, 2015).
Recent studies provide evidence that SNS encourage self-promotional behaviour when
posting and editing pictures. Given previous findings, self-objectification is associated
with social networking site use when posting selfies and editing photos. Besides, previous
studies highlight that women tend to highly value photographs rather than profile
information (Haferkamp and Kramer, 2011). This means that social media may reinforce
feminine ideologies and portray types of women that attract men, and it also may
reinforce masculine ideologies and portray types of men that attract women. Researchers
found that SNS users can be dissatisfied with their body and careers after viewing profiles
of successful and attractive users (Haferkamp and Krédmer, 2011; Kimbrough et al. 2013).
Self-objectification leads individuals to post objectified images of themselves as they

tend to seek affirmation by presenting themselves in a manner that is socially acceptable.

Media users create visual aesthetics using editing tools to manage their identities.

Manovich claims:

Aesthetically perfected photos (many of which are taken with professional
cameras) may dominate the Instagram search screen, serving as its official “face”
and creating an impression that Instagram has become the platform where the
casual and flawed no longer exists. We may think that what started as a platform
for “producing photos on the go, in the real world, in realtime” (Kevin Systrom,
2013) has in a few years become its opposite—a platform where nothing is in
real-time and instead every photo’s composition, colours, details, posting time,

tags, and position in user’s gallery are rationalized and engineered. (2016 :21)

Similarly, this argument is exemplified in the study of Larsen and Kofoed (2015) which

underscores the importance of creating aesthetic and quality content. The authors expose
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that the meaning attached to posts has “situational relevance” (Larsen and Kofoed, 2015).
Lobinger (2016) further argues that individuals express themselves visually through
the practice of picture-sharing and document events or tell stories about their activities.
The social media applications have become part of the individuals’ routine through which
they exchange images used as “visual conversations” (Lobinger, 2016). Besides, data
from the digital marketing agency 360i argues that individuals engage in creating
and managing polished pictures to show them in a positive light to others. To
exemplify this, the report estimates that 22 percent of food-related pictures show
self-cooked meals from proud users who wish to obtain approval and validation from
their digital contributions. As such, food pictures provide the visual images that
communicate techniques, styles, and choices. On the various social platforms, the
pictures so exchanged act as “a fluid and dynamic material for situational live
communication” (Lobinger, 2016:482), through which posting aesthetic snapshots of
food can reflect one’s identity. Media users aim therefore to give aesthetically pleasing
gifts that simultaneously provide a prestigious image of themselves and their social status
(Kollock, 1999). Indeed, the practice of gift-giving informs one as to the giver’s social
status (Mauss, 1954). Media users tend to seek prestige through their posts (Kollock,
1999) and present the bright side of their identity. Consequently, in the context of SNSs,
posting content can be rewarded through user comments and ‘likes’ which may function
to legitimise the users’ social status. There is indeed a rich body of literature in the field
of sociology of culture that considers the relations between exchanges and social gain or

loss.

As with the gift comes the notion of moral obligation to reciprocate (Mauss, 1954). Still,
as it is unclear whether digital interactions are driven by social responsibility and
obligation motives, every aspect of the experience of exchanging in the digital must be
explored (photo sharing, ‘likes’, comments). Further studies must investigate whether
digital interactions lead users to feel obligated to reciprocate. This research is essential to
an understanding of the mechanism underlying the social exchange system by using the

empirical focus of food.

As Mauss explains, prestige and social authority are established by social exchanges
thanks to the moka and public ceremonies. Achieving the position of the big man is a

goal achievable once the gift is larger than the gifts available from other tribes. Once
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media users post their content, there is no obvious reward to those providing the
information, apart from the intrinsic satisfaction one might otherwise expect to gain.
Sharing experiences with others has indeed a variety of benefits, such as boosting
people’s moods (Reis et al. 2010). This idea is further supported by Chen et al.’s (2016)
study which explores how practical tools such as smartphone photography are used to
enhance happiness; it reports that by taking and sending pictures of their present moment,
people can form stronger ties. This being said, disclosure is therefore shown to fulfil the
need for social connectedness and belonging (Tamir and Mitchell, 2012). Individuals are
able to disclose themselves through meaningful visual contents and interactions with their
community. Food is thus shown to convey social meanings and has the capacity to present
situations and contexts (Locher et al. 2005). Beyond its satiety purpose, food can be used
as a metaphor for satisfaction, happiness, comfort or reward, and display one’s emotions
within a context (Locher et al. 2005; Salvio, 2012; Chen et al. 2017).

Digital media users aspire to earn recognition through their posts (Rheingold, 1993). The
exchange practices within digital media aim to create a continuous network of relations
that consecutively produce social capital. Bourdieu’s (1986) concept of social capital
emphasises mediated social relations that enable individuals to display their personal
interests. The social interactions that occur within digital media can be conceptualised as
visual-based exchanges that are rich in meaning and that aim to accumulate social capital.
It is argued by some authors that self-disclosure is necessary to generate social capital
outcomes (Valkenburg and Peter, 2009). Drawing a parallel to the exchanges seen during
the potlatches, individuals aim to achieve reciprocal exchanges and obtain benefits from
their gifts to ensure reciprocity and display their social status. Within the digital
communities, individuals interact with each other and post content to obtain social
validation, approval and support (Bazarova and Choi, 2014; Moon et al. 2016) and to
satisfy the need for belonging and affiliation (Cheikh-Ammar and Barki, 2014). Hence,
individuals self-disclose in the hope of attaining social rewards. Individuals are thus
motivated to post content in order to obtain virtual rewards. Their posts enable these
media users to accumulate social capital and to earn recognition from their gift. Social
capital fosters reciprocity through feedbacks, intangible rewards such as self-esteem and
reputation (Veale, 2003).
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Yet, as research emphasises, social media requires time and effort to create a desired
image, maintain bonds and gain social rewards. Lieberman (2013) puts forwards the self-
reinforcing effect of successful sharing. He explains how individuals put effort and
thinking into what to share and with whom, while they consume it. The rewards of a
successful posting, which is translated by accumulation of ‘likes’, feedback from others

and overall peer recognition, activates a physiological rush that is often self-reinforcing.

The archaic communities explored by Mauss revealed that community members were
gaining from their participation but also had to return bigger gifts (sea shells, pigs, food)
in order to belong to the community, gain social authority and maintain a high social
position. Further research must be completed to understand the social responsibility and
potential feelings of indebtedness. There is therefore a need to explore social exchanges,
digital interactions and reciprocal acts in the digital sphere in order to make sense of the
notion of reciprocity and assess the social responsibility of media users. Past research has
emphasised the idea of the benefits and motives gained by media users by participating
in and sharing pictures on digital media (relational development, social connectedness,
belonging, self-disclosure, self-representation, social validation, peer recognition). These
discoveries encourage researchers to focus on the authenticity of their participation, and
their motives for perpetuating digital exchanges, in order to provide a critical analysis of
the associated motives, whether driven by altruistic premises (related to gift theory

exchanges) or self-interested premises (related to commodity exchanges).

When discussing the psychology of social media, studies into its negative effects are
growing. For instance, the study conducted by Barasch et al. (2018) contrasts the act of
taking pictures for one’s personal memories to the act of taking pictures with the intention
of sharing them. The results show that the sharing goal in taking pictures can undermine
enjoyment and heighten the engagement so felt. Although many studies show that the use
of social media is related to psychological distress, people nevertheless continue using
social media to exchange and communicate. A paradox has been identified, arguing that
social media could make people lonely, more isolated and depressed (Seabrook et al.
2016). In addition to this, visual content and editing tools provide the means to use filters
to manage identity (Moon et al. 2016). As taking photos with the intention of sharing
them may increase self-presentational concern (Barasch et al. 2018), selective disclosure

may minimise the level of exposure while allowing users to project their desired identity/
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lifestyle through visual conversations (Gentile et al. 2012). This idea can be linked to
Burns’ (2014) study who emphasises the idea that since photo sharing practices are being
increasingly criticised, individuals may try to conceal their authenticity for reasons of
impression management. Researchers have indeed identified when people tend to share
their most positive experiences to construct an appealing online persona, and they refer
to the concept of “Facebook envy” in this regard (Tandoc et al. 2015). Evidence reveals
that social media platforms (taking the example of Facebook) can pose a threat to users’
satisfaction and well-being (Valenzuela, 2009; Krasnova et al. 2013), but it can also be

helpful to such users’ social capital and relational development (Stapleton et al. 2017).

As pictures become the means by which to gain social rewards, some researchers have
pointed out how media users tend to compare themselves to their peers, a concept referred
as ‘relative deprivation’ (Davis, 1959). Several studies have measured the relative
deprivation to evaluate the situation of an individual facing the disparity between their
own situation and someone else’s that may result in feelings of jealousy or envy
(Campbell et al. 2002; Chou and Edge, 2002; Stapleton et al. 2017). This idea is
supported by Steers et al. (2014) who linked the use of Facebook with social comparison,
negative feelings and dissatisfaction; and VVogel et al. (2014)’s study which exposes that
the use of Facebook can cause a greater exposure to upward social comparison for some
individuals. As individuals rely heavily on the sophisticated representations on
Instagram, it is therefore essential to explore whether visual exchanges trigger
dissatisfaction, or have an impact on relational maintenance, personal wellbeing and
satisfaction. There is a need to further explore whether the Instagram-based digital
exchanges support social cohesion and relational development, or whether interactions
are led by the self-interested motives and social responsibility that require media users to

present themselves in a specific way to ensure reciprocal exchanges.

The following chapter explains the methodological approach that is being adopted. |
conducted a qualitative study with the aim of explaining this social process and capturing
the essential aspects of the phenomenon from the perspective of study participants.
Qualitative interviews and an online ethnography have enabled me to address my
research questions. The following section introduces my methodology and how the
research has been conducted. | discuss the study design, sampling, data collection, and

data analysis that best suits my qualitative study.
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Research questions:

Chapter one and two have provided the background material and theoretical knowledge
to formulate and develop research questions. The theoretical framework prefaces the
discussion of methodology which focusses on the attentiveness to the lived experience of
reciprocity and social obligation. This research aims to answer the following research
questions. Find below an illustration of the research questions, aims and objectives of the

research.

- How the experience of involvement in the digital community form gift exchange
practices?

- What do digital interactions provide to the media users’ sociality? Are the dynamics of
exchanges in the digital community improving social relationships and boosting social
capital?

-Are forms of obligation, or responsibility associated with participating (posting,
commenting, ‘liking”) in the digital media platform? Is social indebtedness resulting from

being involved on Instagram?

Research aims

- Exploring the social exchange practice by evaluating its role on the media users’
sociality

- Understanding the social interactions on Instagram and role media users play within
their community

- Discovering the mechanisms of exchange, the purpose, the motives and outcomes of
interacting in the digital sphere

Research objective 1

- To explore the dynamics of exchange in the digital sphere
- To understand the purpose and motives of posting, commenting and ‘liking’
- To identify the mechanism of reciprocal exchanges in the digital sphere
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Research objective 2

- To explore the role of digital exchanges in the maintenance of social bonds and
social capital

- To identify the scope of social obligation and indebtedness through digital
exchanges

- To understand the role and meanings of visual-based contents as communication
tools and exchange tools

Research objective 3

- To propose and updated account on the use of visual-based social media and its
impact on the media users’ well-being and social network

- To better understand and conceptualise digital behaviour of exchange in the
digital setting

- To comprehend the impact of the digital interactions and exchanges on a personal
level
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Chapter 3: Methodology

This chapter provides a detailed description of the methodological approach that is taken
in this research. The research uses a qualitative approach to explore the forms of social
capital and social obligations that are generated by digital communities’ social
exchanges. This thesis adopts a multi-method approach to collect the data, where |
conducted both personal interviews and an online ethnography (netnography).

Simply put, a sample of 15 Instagram users took part in this research, including 5 males
and 10 females, each of whom was interviewed. In the meantime, an online observation
of their digital exchanges, posts, and contributions was conducted. A thematic analysis
was developed in order to conduct an in-depth level of analysis on their contributions
(see appendix 3: Table of themes and theoretical framework). The rationale for choosing
these methods and approaches are identified and discussed in this chapter. The informant
selection, the research design and the ethical considerations are outlined, followed by an

overview of the reliability and validity considered for this research.

Research Philosophy

The research philosophy raises the different views that can be adopted by the researcher.
This thesis, is led by an interpretive approach whose goal is to understand, and not to
predict, behaviour (Rubinstein, 1981). It used a descriptive analysis of the observation of
the participants to obtain a holistic view of the context. Contrary to the positivist
approach, it is not based on universal laws and statistically organised knowledge
(Saunders et al. 2003). The theory of gift exchange posits that the value of the gift and
the reality of obligations are socially constructed through conventions, rituals and the
relations between giver/ receiver, hence the need for an approach that is interpretive. This
paradigm was therefore suitable for the research presented herein, which is based on the
process of understanding the subjective media users’ experiences and interpretations.

According to Myers (2013), this paradigm is designed to help researchers understand the
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social and cultural contexts within which they live. This approach allowed me to discover
how media users made sense of their participation in the digital sphere and how they

defined their interactions with other community members.

This thesis adopted the hermeneutic approach which is a dominant view that focuses on
the understanding and interpretation of a given phenomenon. According to Eriksson and
Wiedersheim-Paul (1999), the hermeneutic approach underpins qualitative method-based
research. The hermeneutics phenomenology method of analysis is defined as the theory
of the interpretation of meaning (Bleicher, 1980). Phenomenological research essentially
induces a qualitative approach, where these models focus on the wholeness of experience
and search for meaning, where knowledge is constructed through dialogue between a set
of participants and moderator who share the same cultural and linguistic conventions. In
this research, the emphasis relied on the interpretation of the participants’ experience as
“phenomenology is focused on the subjectivity of reality, continually pointing out the
need to understand how humans view themselves and the world around them” (Willis,
2007: 53). This approach allowed me to explore through the subjective eyes of the
participants into the social reality of their everyday lives, which is adapted to meet the
research objectives. My research was therefore led by an interpretive and
phenomenological approach to understand media users’ perceptions of their daily use of
social networks (Instagram). This phenomenological research produced ‘thick
descriptions’ of the respondents’ perspectives and experiences, emphasising an inductive
logic (Gray, 2004).

In this study, | used hermeneutic phenomenology in order to interpret and analyse the
online communities’ narratives. This method focusses on the role of language, the nature
of questioning and the phenomenology of human conversation (Gadamer, 1976). It is an
appropriate approach which aims to understand the participants’ consumption
experiences and behaviours (Thompson et al. 1994). Using phenomenology has enabled
me to develop an understanding of a phenomenon through the specific human experience
of the phenomenon, therefore this suggests developing the ways in which an existing
theory, gift-giving theory, applies to the digital community of Instagram. This has served
me to understand the respondents’ experiences rather than to provide causal explanation
of those experiences. As guiding empirical interests, phenomenology has enabled the

identification of the main concepts that frame this research. This thesis thus started with

71



a specific interest in five main concepts: reciprocity; social capital; identity;
indebtedness; and social rules. | therefore used these sensitising concepts as a starting

point from which to form and delineate my thesis and develop my ideas.

The limitations of the interpretive paradigm highlight the issues associated with the
subject-person. Indeed, both Koch (1998) and Lowenberg (1993) note that the
interpreter’s own normative frames of reference and world of meaning are inevitably
applied with an interpretive approach. It was therefore essential that | remained truthful
in providing outcomes as the origin and use peer review to support the findings
(Schwandt, 1998). Nevertheless, using a qualitative research method for this study, as
guided by an interpretive framework, seemed appropriate. Numerous contemporary
researchers who explored the gift practice in offline and online settings decided to
conduct qualitative research to answer their research questions (Lampel and Bhalla, 2007;
Marcoux, 2009; Skageby, 2008). Several aspects attested to the importance of using the

interpretive paradigm for my thesis:

Firstly, its ability to explore the richness and the complexity of phenomena (Crotty, 1998)
(exploring the narratives, experiences, feelings, emotions). Interpretive methods enabled
the deep exploration of the online communities in their cultural context, as undertaken in

several research efforts (Yeslam and Williamson, 2004).

Secondly, Polkinghorne (1983) suggests that the interpretive approach relies on
linguistics and employs meaning-based forms of data analysis. The hermeneutic ontology
was adopted, and particular emphasis was placed on both the language and human
experience. For my research, it was important to establish effective communication with
the participants in order to collect rich data. The interpretive philosophy encourages
participants to interact with the researcher and to share knowledge with the aim of
enriching the social sciences (Jacob and Furgerson, 2012). The personal interviews
enriched the data thanks to the researcher/participant interaction; this, unfortunately, was
not possible with the online ethnography.

The principle emerging from this position is that the world we see around us is the
creation of mind (Williams and May, 1993). As the intention of my research was to
describe human practices in a specific community, the interpretive position endeavoured

to investigate how individuals used language and symbols to understand both the
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meanings and the construction of the world (Johnson et al. 1984). Indeed, the goal of my
research was to explore digital media activity (posting, commenting, ‘liking’) through
the lens of the gift exchange. This approach aimed to recognise the motives, meanings,
reasons and other subjective experiences which are time and context bound (Hudson and
Ozanne, 1988; Neuman, 2000). This paradigm therefore enabled me to obtain rich data
and to discover the types of social capital and social obligations when media users
participate in the digital community. The interpretive position also allowed me to
understand how human beings behave in the online world; for instance, attitudes to
excitement and thresholds of desire differ from one individual to another, and this
understanding enriched the analysis of human behaviour in the online community.
Schwandt (1998), suggests that the approach aims to understand the world according to
the one who is experiencing it. This specific characteristic needed to be considered in
my research, which in terms of understanding the way people gave sense to their lives is

fundamental, and helped me to acknowledge their practices in the online environment.

Thirdly, the interpretive research philosophy was chosen to prioritise the meanings and
actions of agents in order to address my research questions adequately. This research was
therefore focused on a particular context which supports the choice of a qualitative
research method. This notion is supported by Marshan-Piekkari and Welch, they suggest
that:

In general, whenever a holistic, dynamic and contextual explanation of the
phenomenon is required, qualitative methods would be the most appropriate
methodological choice. (2004:512)

A quantitative research method would have provided factual and, in this instance,
superficial findings. For instance, the use of a survey for this type of study fails to provide
rich descriptions which can be revealed by a qualitative research approach that is
composed of an online observation and personal interviews (Corbin and Strauss, 1990).
In other words, the overall philosophical framework is compatible with the hermeneutic
method and interpretive analysis as it aimed to understand how participants give meaning
to their world (Bryman, 2012) while using the most appropriate tools to observe their

social exchanges.
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Research approach

The study approach aims to understand, through an inductive analysis, the types of social
exchanges presented by the Instagram users and displayed on their Instagram profiles.
By studying these digital exchanges about food on the Instagram platform, this thesis
reveals the coherent scheme in which food manages to understand how digital exchanges
maintain bonds, trigger exchanges and display identities. The research is associated with
an inductive approach which provides subjective reasoning with real-life examples
(Ridenour et al. 2008). It orientates itself towards the inductive approach, developed from
a phenomenological philosophy, which implies that theories are built based on data and

empirical findings.

In the paper written by Thomas (2006), the author reveals an approach that is aligned
with the reality of how | approached my qualitative study. The key was to gain the
subjective experience of the subject, sometimes by trying to put myself in the place of
my respondents. Hence, phenomenology which refers to the exploration, via personal
experience, of prevailing cultural understandings offered the best way to develop a good
understanding of what was happening in relation to my research question. From an
inductive perspective, | collected data to use it to explore a specific phenomenon and to
recognise whether gift-giving theory could be conceptualised in the digital sphere. To do
so, this approach aimed to develop concepts that aid in the understanding of natural

phenomena with emphasis on the meaning, experiences and views of the participants.

The logic of phenomenological theory guided my methods of data-gathering as well as
of theoretical development. As part of the phenomenological paradigm, | constructed
theories and models from the data (inductive approach); | used multiple methods
(interviews and netnography) to establish different views of the phenomenon and | also
used small samples researched in depth (Easterby-Smith et al. 2002). This
phenomenological approach enabled me to describe the experiences as it was lived by
the participants (Van, Manen, 1990), | was therefore able to identify what the individuals

had in common while practising social exchanges in the digital environment.
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The inductive research orientation enabled me to answer the research questions by
interpreting media users’ online exchanges and interactions, plus allowed an
understanding of the visual meanings of their posts and digital exchanges. Indeed, the
approach provided descriptive input to the empirical finding and analysis. The inductive
approach from a phenomenological approach was considered the most suitable since
there was a lack of established research studies that could provide any extensive insight
into the digital exchanges within social communities on Instagram. Phenomenological
theory was used here with the intention of helping me to develop themes that emerge
from the inductive analysis of gift-giving theory characteristics constructed in the digital
communities. This research approach was selected because of its ability to collect the
dominant and frequent themes that are innate to my raw data. This approach ensured that
the themes of the research were elicited, even the obscured or barely visible ones; for
instance, the use of visual posts revealed emergent themes. Besides, the inductive
richness of the data collected certainly produced unexpected findings; indeed, the
identification of any unplanned or unanticipated matters gave rise to extensive and varied
raw data. Strauss and Corbin (1998:12) suggest that “the researcher begins with an area
of study and allows the theory to emerge from the data”. The inductive richness of the

data gave rise to unexpected findings that were important for my research.

For this study, the research questions were designed to highlight the social exchange
process that took place between media users on Instagram, specifically through the use
of visual contents, comments, ‘likes’, and captions. The digital posts represented an
emerging area of study where forms of communication are created, and where an
inductive approach was the most appropriate method to understand the value and
meanings of digital exchanges. Within this context, visual communication was centred
on the Instagram pictures posted on the participants’ accounts. The constant innovations
of social media platforms and applications transforms the manner in which participants
interact and exchange. | argue that phenomenological theory was suitable to the
understanding of social media exchanges and practices on Instagram. The personal
interviews and the netnography conducted are methods that hold the promise of
advancing the emerging ideas of the topic under investigation. The inductive approach
was appropriate to interpret meanings of visual communication through analysis of food

content images on the Instagram platform. The inductive approach was indeed
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informative for assessing the forms of social responsibilities and obligations to

reciprocate inherent to the community.

It is also important to point out that the inductive approach is frequently used in social
science research (Dey, 1993; Bryman and Burgess, 1994). Emerging themes are
categorised after analysing transcripts and considering possible meanings (Elliott and
Gillie, 1998). This approach therefore combined a set of procedures in order to create
meaning from the raw data thought the development of themes and categories. These
procedures constituted descriptive qualitative data analyses (Backett and Davison, 1995).
The reasoning behind choosing an inductive methodology came from the logic that this
approach is suitable for relatively new research topics or ones for which there are a lot of
pre-existing assumptions that need to be challenged. The focus on Instagram represents
a pioneering piece work to determine whether the Mauss’ theoretical framework can help

explain digital social exchange processes.

Research strateqy

The theoretical framework, which informs my study, shapes the ontological and
epistemological stance that my research requires. The “qualitative methods may offer a
unique advantage when the researcher is trying to observe, describe and explain dynamic
processes” (Marschan-Piekkari and Welch, 2004:512). As a result, | aimed to place the
emphasis on understanding the participants’ subjective experiences and interpretations
through the use of personal interviews with media users and an online ethnography. The
qualitative research method enabled me to identify the development of theories in
inductive practice, and allowed the exploration of real-life situations, and thus examined
the ways in which the respondents exchange and participate to the digital community of

Instagram. | was therefore able to reach an in-depth understanding of their behaviour.

Brennen (2013) emphasises the benefit of using qualitative research as it provides an in-
depth explanation of how reality is constructed. According to him, within qualitative
research a variety of methodologies can be adopted by the researcher. This is consistent

with this study, which includes the combination of interview data (Rubin and Rubin,
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2005) and netnographic data (Kozinets, 2010) in order to provide a better understanding
of the problem. When combined, phenomenology methods offer keen tools through
which to generate, mine, and make sense of the data. A qualitative methodology was
chosen to best suit the research objectives, rather than any quantitative methodologies.

This style of research calls for inspiration, closeness to the respondents and their
statements, immersion in the field and an ability to interpret situations and
testimonies (Strauss and Corbin 1998). The goal was to allow me to “obtain the

intricate details about phenomena such as feelings, thought processes, and emotions that
are difficult to extract or learn about through more conventional research methods”
(Strauss and Corbin, 1998:11). Arguably, a quantitative research method such as a survey
or questionnaire might have provided reasonable results. Nevertheless, this research
sought to understand the social exchanges and perceptions of the media users in depth,
rather than just to provide a quantitative portrait of opinions. As Bauer and Gaskell
(2000:41) suggest, “The real purpose of qualitative research is not counting opinions or
people but rather exploring the range of opinions, the different representations of the
issue”. Thanks to my method of combining both personal interviews and online
observations, the exploration of opinions became adequate to answer the research
questions. The integration of multiple types of data was a pragmatic decision, as it
allowed the researcher to take advantage of the strengths of both types of data and the

further exploration of a greater variety of research questions (Creswell et al. 2003).

First, thanks to the interviews, [ was able to observe people’s actions and speech in a non-
standardised form (Burns and Bush, 1998). The choice of conducting interviews lays in
the fact that it is a technique “involving a researcher who guides or questions a participant
to elicit information, perspectives, insights, feelings on behaviours, experiences or
phenomenon that cannot be observed” (Salmons, 2010:63). This technique was a useful
data-gathering method for individuals who have the relevant experience (Lofland and
Lofland, 1984). | was able to make sense of, and listen with sensitivity to, the

respondents’ experiences within the digital Instagram community.
Secondly, thanks to the online ethnography I explored the media users’ community and

culture. Kozinets defines netnography as “a qualitative method devised specially to

investigate the consumer behaviour of cultures and community present on the Internet”
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(1998:366). The facets of social and cultural life are accessible due to the Internet in
contemporary sociality. The emergence of new social media has created social platforms
and communities through which researchers move to explore whether existing theories
are applicable within these platforms. Kozinets (2010) argues that the concept of
netnographic research does not solely provide for the observation of online cultures but
rather it profoundly understands online communities and social interactions. It is
important for researchers to embrace new media and explore its features, users and uses,
content and effects and development within contemporary society. Thus, to make sense
of these new dynamics, [ used a netnographic research to observe the respondents’ social
exchanges and interactions on Instagram, including photo sharing, comments and ‘likes’

with the aim of understanding the dimensions of the digital context of social exchanges.

Previous qualitative research that focuses on the digital environment has been conducted
through the use of interviews and ethnographic observations to uncover the social
practices in the naturalistic environment of the media users. For example, Dreyfus (2001)
emphasises the different practices which are applicable in the online world (Web 2.0).
The easy access to information content satisfies specific needs within the field of social
sciences. Indeed, he suggests that the internet makes “everything easily accessible and
optimizable” (Dreyfus, 2001:2) and thus, it enables the digitalisation of reality. The social
practices represented in Web 2.0 enable social scientists to investigate mediated social
relations and society. Another study (Wetsch, 2008) has combined interviews and online
ethnography to explore the experiences of media users in their virtual worlds, such as in

Second Life (a virtual world mostly used by teenagers).

However, little research has been undertaken into social exchange and gift-giving theory.
The few studies that are available have either focussed on the offline type of social
exchange (Marcoux, 2009) or on online exchange without attributing any significance to
particular content-context (Kollock 1999; Lampel and Bhalla 2007; Skageby, 2008). This
research provides a unique approach to the exploration of the digital communities’ social
exchange through the lens of the gifting theory by observing the food content-context.
This study combines two ways in which to gather data in order to address the limitations
of each method and provide rich, deep and reliable findings. As consistent with the
interpretive research paradigm, and in line with the need to explore the media users

experiencing the ‘phenomenon’ under inquiry, a purposive sampling strategy was used
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(Denzin and Lincoln, 2000). The next section discusses how the participants were

selected for their ability to contribute to the richest information for the research.

The research procedures used to select the participants in this thesis are discussed in the
following section. The participants in this qualitative study were selected purposefully
with the aim of best informing the research questions (Creswell, 2009). A specific
participant profile was established in order to identify appropriate respondents who were
able to enhance my understanding of the phenomenon under study (Kuper et al. 2008).
Both the focus of the research and its theoretical perspectives defined the appropriate
subject sample. The study object selection informed the essential views related to the
phenomenon being studied, hence respondents must post food-related pictures twice a
week minimum. | identified the relevant respondents by selecting active media users’
accounts who made daily contributions (such as posts, ‘likes’, comments) by using my

personal network and a snowball sampling method.

The research was conducted between June 2016 and January 2017. The sample included
French, British, German, Singaporean, Tunisian and Canadian participants (see appendix
2: Table of respondents). The participants taking part in the interviews and netnography
were students, recent graduates and early career workers. The collection of data began
once the participants were given two consent forms (observations and interviews) in order
to gain permission to use the data. The participants selected were both interviewed face-
to face and observed online for a period of eight weeks. Some participants were already
selected beforehand for this research; indeed, | contacted participants who took part in
my MA project and met the research inclusion criteria. These people have indeed
provided rich data for my research to explore the digital communities in depth
(Instagram). It was a key advantage for my research in gaining access and documenting
the cooperation of my respondents. In essence snowballing sampling suggests asking
respondents who have already been interviewed to recommend other people they know
who fit the inclusion criteria (Crabtree and Miller, 1999; Groenewald, 2004). It is a
recruitment technique that involved identifying an initial purposeful sample which were

my original MA participants as informants who in turn helped me identifying additional
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people who qualified for the purpose of this research (Cohen et al. 2007). In other words,
snowball sampling method allowed me to obtain additional referrals from respondents in
order to generate interview participants (Crabtree and Miller, 1999). | asked the
participants to recommend active daily users of Instagram who post food contents for
future interviews. | sent a standardised Facebook message informing potential
respondents of the purpose of my study and consent information. Upon receiving a
positive reply, a meeting was scheduled to conduct the interviews after discussing the
study goals and informed consent procedures. All the participants were thus familiar with
posting their captured experiences, sharing food posts, commenting and linking digital
contents. It is important that the participants had an interest in food so that they were able
to explain the meaning of their food-related posts and to reveal details on digital social
exchanges. The participant selection focussed on users having at least 200 followers; this
ensured that they had a social network with which to exchange their contents. My MA
research has indeed led me to establish the requirement of a minimum of 200 followers
in order for the media users to be able to have a high-traffic social network (Kozinet,
2002).

To present a detailed account of the netnographic research design and the process in
which my data was analysed, I wish to first emphasise that my involvement enhanced my
cultural understanding of the Instagram community, and therefore I did not need to
“lurk”, as Beaulieu (2004) suggests (non-participative activity that was not needed as I
was interested in the experience of participation in an online field site). Firstly, I looked
at previous research (which topics have been considered and which have not). I then
prepared to collect the type of data specific to Instagram (e.g., comments, ‘likes’, posts).
My aim was to make a successful cultural entrée as I was fully aware that an entrée can
make or break interaction (potentially leading the researcher to be rejected (Kozinets,
2010)). This demanded organisation and anticipation. It required me to understand the
data while collecting it; to understand the needs of the community members (cultural
realities of living); and to have an initial cultural understanding of the community (the

codes, the etiquette, the social structures, the ways of speaking, rituals, identities, etc.).

The main challenge of the online ethnography was to properly identify the most valuable
interviewees to the research. | selected a sample to avoid any bias which would consist

of respondents who do not represent the group of interest. Thus, the sample was selected
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according to Kozinet’s (2002) criteria, which advocates a good segment, a group of
participants of interest to the research, a high-traffic online network, a large number of
posted comments giving a detailed source of data and a high interaction between
members. | observed the digital profiles of active respondents who regularly posted and
reacted to food-related posts and comments in their social networks. The exploration of
these digital exchanges enabled me to identify a system of reciprocal exchanges in the

digital sphere and to collect records of exchanges of their personal experiences.

Given the fact that participants were not randomly selected, snowball samples can be
biased and tend to over-emphasise cohesiveness in a social group (Griffiths et al. 1993).
Arrangements were employed to keep bias from the snowball methodology low. These
limitations were addressed by using a sample which included both female and male from
age 20 to 32. Eventually, | managed to recruit participants from different social and ethnic
backgrounds to enrich the data and avoid the inclusion of individuals with inter-
relationships (Griffiths et al. 1993) (see appendix 2: Table of respondents). This
heterogeneous sample contained individuals, or groups of individuals, who differed from
each other (Daymon and Hollo, 2002). Indeed, the participants had different lifestyles
and came from different cultural backgrounds. This diversity was an important aspect of
the research as it generated an excellent dynamic for the research and contributed to the
research findings. The sampling approach and study object selection was properly

addressed in order to avoid a biased sample.

Nevertheless, the snowball sampling was chosen for this research because the topic
required trust and comfort to elicit information. Following the logic of my research
approach, | adopted this sampling strategy to elaborate and refine the categories
constituting my theory, and | conducted the research until no new properties emerge.
Using this sampling strategy directed me appropriately, and | recruited participants from
whom to collect data while still comparing this data with that from the beginning of the
research. This strategy enabled me to identify emerging categories and relations between
concepts and categories in order to adapt the sampling and informant selection to best

meet my research objectives (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). | took into consideration

Hood’s (1983) experience to move back and forth between data collection and data

analysis when conducting research. By doing so, categories emerged; in her research,
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Hood (1983) was able to identify new gaps, and thus kept writing and analysing until all
her theoretical categories were refined. My research compared various data to help me
form conjectures about my research categories and thus advanced my inductive
reasoning. It also prevented the possibility of getting stuck in my research or focussing
on irrelevant data. The use of snowball sampling was beneficial to my research to keep
moving forwards and meet my research objectives: distinguishing categories and
saturating the properties of each given category. My sampling strategy gave me the data
to delineate the properties of a category, conceptualise it, and inform me as to when |
reached saturation of the theoretical categories. The data saturation suggests that
sufficient data is collected and therefore replicated (Morse, 1991). The replication in

categories is thus ensured to verify, and to offer a complete analysis of, the study.

Regarding the saturation of my theoretical categories, I used Glaser’s sophisticated

account of saturation:

Saturation is not seeing the same pattern over and over again. It is the
conceptualisation of comparisons of these incidents which yield different
properties of the pattern, until no new properties of the pattern emerge. This yields
the conceptual density that when integrated into hypotheses make up the body of

the generated grounded theory with theoretical completeness. (2001:191)

I conceptualised saturation as comparing my memo-writings with one another, in a
repetitive fashion, until no new ideas could be produced. It was a repetitive and
comparative work that led me to discern no new relationships between my memos. | was
therefore able to confirm that data was sufficiently collected for me to gain an adequate
understanding of the dimensions and properties of the concepts and emerging themes.
Saturation is considered as a criterion that enables the establishment of the validity of a
data set (Glaser, 2001), it argues that sampling should continue until categories are
saturated. This research reached saturation and proved its credibility through the
description of these saturated categories and the development of how this was
meticulously achieved. For instance, when questions rapidly produced a superficial
saturation, in which case the strategy adopted was not to claim that saturation was reached
but rather further questions that require a more complex set of categories were developed.

It was essential to adopt a critical analytical point of view and assess these categories and
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how they were enacted. Dey (1999) challenges the imprecise use of the term saturation,
and hence develops the term “theoretical sufficiency” (1999:257). Within this rhetoric, |
took into consideration Dey’s argument which raises concerns about saturation, so I
provided credible and legitimate saturated category analyses. | therefore adopted a
flexible approach and when | got stuck, | intended to go back and forth to previous data

so as to be was able to refine novel ideas.

The next section of this thesis presents the research design and provides details as to how

the research was conducted.

A multiple method strategy has been adopted to verify and create validity by analysing
research questions from multiple perspectives. | gathered my data from different sources
(interviews, netnography) and the combination of which was an asset for the data
collection. The interviews were targeted and insightful (descriptions, explanation) while

the netnography covered the real contextual behaviour of Instagram users.

This strategy proposed a richer and more balanced picture of the phenomenon; which can
also be used as a cross-validation method (Elliott and Timulak, 2005). This enabled me
to collect my data from different sources and to enrich my research findings (Easterby-
Smith et al. 2002). The following section develops the research design. The combination
of two research methods is used to ensure credibility and rigor: the online observation
indeed balanced out the narratives of the personal interviews, and either affirmed or

refuted the spoken viewpoints.

Interview protocol

The interviews provided an understanding of how and why media users were being

involved in digital communities in order to exchange and display their identities. Each
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informant’s interview was audio recorded then transcribed to cross reference for key
themes. The personal interviews conducted with media users were useful in terms of
exploring how their participation in the digital communities impacted their social lives,
relationships and selves. It helped me to further understand how and what forms of social
capital and social bonds proliferate in the community. Accessing their thoughts and
experiences also enabled me to analyse possible feelings of indebtedness or obligation. |
conducted qualitative interviews in a semi-structured format because it was essential that
my participants provided extensive accounts of their experience as media users. It was
therefore important to lead open-ended interviews and develop an interview guide that

did not impose too much structure on the participants.

My aim was to define the participants’ roles, attitudes and perceptions when
exchanging/participating in a specific context. The research drew on data from a series
of qualitative interviews with respondents from my personal social network and from
additional volunteers. The sample size of this study was always subject to change
depending on the desired data collection reaching saturation. Fifteen interviews were
conducted until no new concepts and ideas were identifiable. Fifteen interviewees thus
took part in the study so as to allow for the collection of different perspectives (Guest et
al. 2006). Following analysis of twelve sets of data, data saturation was claimed.
However, 