
Vol.:(0123456789)

Current Addiction Reports 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40429-024-00576-w

Focusing the Attention on What Truly Matters. Preventive Approaches 
for Problematic Instagram use in Youth

Silvana Melissa Romero Saletti1 · Stephan Van den Broucke1

Accepted: 11 April 2024 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2024

Abstract
Purpose of review  This paper addresses the extensive use of Instagram by youth and explores the potential negative conse-
quences of such use, with a view to provide recommendations for prevention purposes.
Recent findings  Based on an attention economy model, Instagram strategically incorporates design elements rooted in behav-
ioral psychology to maximize user engagement, fostering habit loops and self-presentation. The paper outlines and discusses 
Instagram’s unique features for aesthetic manipulation of content, provides an overview of reported negative consequences 
of Instagram use, and identifies factors influencing vulnerability to problematic use, such as social comparison orientation 
and fear of missing out. Based on these analyses, recommendations for prevention are formulated.
Summary  To develop prevention strategies for problematic Instagram use and implement tailored interventions for individuals at 
high risk, it is crucial to emphasize identity development, critical thinking, and emotion regulation. Promoting ethical social network 
design and responsible Instagram use are critical. Users should be made aware of these risks and processes, automatic usage patterns 
need to be addressed, and self-regulation and life skills enhanced. More applied research on these topics is required and encouraged.

Keywords  Instagram use · Patterns of use · Motives · Social comparison orientation · Fear of missing out · Prevention

Introduction

Young people's extensive use of digital devices and social 
networks like Facebook, Instagram, or TikTok has sparked 
debates and concerns about their potential negative conse-
quences. While social networks can be beneficial [1], their 
intensive use has been shown to also lead to negative out-
comes for individuals and society [2, 3]. As both positive and 
negative outcomes have been reported, it is difficult to draw 
conclusions from the existing evidence on social network use 
without cherry-picking results that fit either narrative [4].

Within the literature on social network use, Instagram 
raises specific concerns as an image-based platform [5••], 
since it fuels constant comparison and fear of missing out 
among its users.1 This paper aims to provide an overview 

of Instagram's characteristics, individual factors associated 
with problematic use, and reported consequences of exten-
sive use. Based on these, recommendations will be offered 
for promoting healthier Instagram use.

Why is Instagram engaging yet pervasive?

Understanding social media user behavior requires considering 
the design and interface of the different applications (apps). 
Although theoretically, users can decide how they engage with 
a given app, the design elements of the apps reveal how their 
creators want users to behave [6]. SNs like Instagram operate 
on an attention economy model [7], where user attention gen-
erates revenue through advertisements (ads) and consumption 
[8•, 9]. Prolonged user engagement enhances the likelihood of 
ad exposure, thus bolstering company profit [6, 8•].

For that reason, Instagram incorporates insights from 
behavioral psychology in its design to increase user 
screen time [10–12]. Examples of such features include 
infinite scrolling, video autoplay, push notifications, and 
variable rewards such as likes and shares [11, 13–15]. To 
stay competitive, Instagram constantly introduces novel 
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functionalities such as the recently added "like" button for 
stories. These features perpetuate habit loops [12], whereby 
users engage in auto-pilot due to triggers (e.g., notifications) 
and rewards (e.g. likes). Given the value of attention in this 
context [16], users garner followers' attention by fostering 
self-disclosure and constant surveillance, thus reinforcing 
the attention economy [6]. These design elements play a 
pivotal role in user engagement, which can lead to problem-
atic use [17, 18].

Furthermore, Instagram has distinctive features for aes-
thetic manipulation of content. Users can employ filters 
to enhance image quality, imbuing everyday objects with 
sophistication and refinement to symbolize aspiration and 
status [6]. While these tools can boost creativity among 
individuals and content creators, they also create a curated 
and highly edited version of reality that diverges from most 
people’s experiences. By providing greater control over self-
disclosure [19] and encouraging enhanced self-presentation 
and impression management [20, 21], they facilitate users’ 
popularity [22], but this has consequences for both content 
creators and users who consume content. The former may 
experience heightened pressure to conform to elevated aes-
thetic standards in order to get attention and recognition, 
potentially leading to perfectionism in areas like physical 
appearance, status, and lifestyle [23, 24]. Such perfectionis-
tic self-promotion on social networks correlates with height-
ened stress and anxiety [25]. The users, on the other hand, 
are induced to make upward comparisons, which can result 
in frustration and envy. They may also experience fatigue 
from continuous content exposure and the pursuit of oth-
ers' idealized presentations [26–28]. Overall, it appears that 
contrary to its claims, Instagram prioritizes self-presentation 
and social recognition over social connection [20, 21].

What are the negative consequences of Instagram 
use?

A growing body of literature shows that there is a relation-
ship between Internet use, social networks, and Instagram 
use in particular, and decreased mental and physical health 
and well-being [5••, 29–31, 32••, 33]. Nonetheless, not all 
Instagram users experience adverse effects. The occurrence 
of such consequences depends on various factors, including 
the design of the app, individual characteristics, and genetic, 
environmental, and cultural factors [33–35], as well as on 
specific usage patterns [21]. Some reported consequences 
associated with Instagram use include:

–	 Mental health issues like anxiety, stress, depression, lone-
liness, envy, lower self-esteem, and poor sleep quality 
[36–39].

–	 Difficulties resisting the urge to enter the platform, con-
trolling the time spent there, or stopping use [40].

–	 Procrastination, time waste, lower productivity, and inter-
ference with daily important activities [41, 42].

–	 Excessive or reckless selfie-taking [43–46].
–	 Deceptive like-seeking behaviors to enhance influence 

metrics (e.g., purchasing likes) [47, 48].
–	 In specific cases, cyberbullying, harassment, stalking, 

exposure to inappropriate content, and grooming [49–52].
–	 Exposure to misinformation, polarization, curated views 

of reality, unrealistic beauty standards, lifestyle enclaves, 
echo chambers, etc. [53–55].

These findings need to be qualified, however. Many nega-
tive consequences associated with Instagram use have been 
identified through cross-sectional studies, which implies that 
the causality and directionality of the effects remain unclear 
[4, 32••, 56••]. Furthermore, research on the negative con-
sequences of social network use has significant methodo-
logical weaknesses, including problems with the concep-
tualization of “social network use”, the use of inaccurate 
measures, excessive reliance on the addiction framework, 
misinterpretation of small or non-existent statistical effects, 
and the use of convenience samples that limit generalizabil-
ity to the broader population [40, 57••, 58••, 59–61]. These 
limitations hinder the ability to draw definitive conclusions 
that could inform prevention and intervention programs.

Who is most vulnerable to developing problematic 
Instagram use?

If social media use is not inherently problematic but leads 
to adverse consequences under specific conditions, these 
conditions need to be identified. In that regard, a useful 
distinction can be made between conditions that are pre-
disposing, reinforcing, or enabling [62]. With regard to 
predisposing factors, various psychosocial characteristics 
have been identified as factors that increase vulnerability to 
problematic Instagram use, including interpersonal sensitiv-
ity, social anxiety, shyness, loneliness, perceived social sup-
port, the need for belonging, narcissism, social comparison 
orientation, and fear of missing out [40, 63–71]. About the 
latter, i.e., social comparison orientation (SCO) and fear 
of missing out (FoMO), direct and mediated relationships 
with Instagram usage patterns and motives have been found, 
highlighting their significance and indicating that individu-
als who exhibit these tendencies engage with Instagram in 
a particular way [40, 42]. More specifically, they engage 
in self-deprecating comparison, show more feelings of dis-
comfort, and seek social approval through attention-seeking 
motives. Interestingly, women exhibit more loss of control, 
anxious posting, social approval-seeking, and self-deprecat-
ing comparison use patterns than men, while older individu-
als display less emotional escape-seeking, social connection, 
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information seeking, anxious posting, discomfort, and self-
deprecating comparison than younger ones.

Research into the role of motives in social media use with 
novel questionnaires [40] reveals that Instagram usage can 
be motivated by a wide range of motives, including self-
expression, curiosity, documenting, entertainment, connec-
tion, following trends, emotional coping, increased visibil-
ity, information gathering, professional use, and making an 
impact. While the use of Instagram is primarily driven by a 
desire to be visible, likable, and attractive, and to draw atten-
tion to the self, rather than by the need to maintain interper-
sonal relationships [20, 72], individual motives are related to 
distinctive usage patterns, such as urge and craving, anxious 
posting, seeking social approval, and social comparison, 
whereas they are less related to passive use [21, 40]. These 
individual motives interact with other predisposing factors 
such as SCO and FoMO [40].

The results of these empirical studies offer useful insights 
to prevent negative consequences of problematic social media 
use, in the sense that individuals with specific motives, usage 
patterns, and predisposing factors can be identified, and pre-
ventive interventions can be tailored to them. As opposed 
to universal prevention, which targets the population, such 
selective or indicated prevention focusing on high-risk 
groups, is more cost-effective [73]. Thus, it makes sense to 
target younger individuals who frequently engage in social 
comparison and/or who experience a high fear of missing out. 
These individuals’ identities are likely to be other-oriented, 
meaning that they tend to seek external information to define 
themselves and actively seek attention and confirmation of 
belonging by posting and comparing themselves on social 
media. The negative effects of Instagram use on them can be 
mitigated by explaining the curated and highly edited nature 
of Instagram’s content, raising awareness of their motiva-
tion and usage patterns, and encouraging them to build their 
identity and self-concept from within, reducing reliance on 
others’ posts and reactions [21].

In terms of reinforcing factors in problematic social 
media use, process models like the I-PACE model for addic-
tive behaviors [74] can be used to understand social media 
behavior. This model posits that usage results from the inter-
play between conditioned learning processes and reinforce-
ment mechanisms, which provide gratification or compen-
sation of use [33, 74]. These processes, affected by specific 
motives, psychosocial traits, limited social competencies, 
and reductions in inhibitory control and executive functions, 
may lead to problematic usage. For instance, situational 
FoMO while browsing Instagram can act as a reinforcing 
factor. Users may feel overwhelmed by the constant expo-
sure to massive and varied content, which reinforces their 
platform use, especially when paired with upward social 
comparison [29]. Qualitative findings from a recent study 
[21] show that despite acknowledging Instagram's staged 

nature, users experience a sense of urgency, immediacy, and 
FoMO which compel them to remain engaged. These rein-
forcing mechanisms can be addressed in tailored interven-
tions to promote self-regulation, and thus break these cycles.

Enabling factors, defined as elements that can either 
facilitate or obstruct desired behavioral and environmental 
changes, are often shaped by societal influences [62]. Per-
ceived social support and having a rich and nurturing life 
beyond social networks can be assumed to have a protective 
function. Barriers to healthier Instagram use include FoMO 
and the compulsion to engage with the platform driven by 
notifications [42, 64]. Young individuals whose identities 
revolve around social networks find it challenging to alter 
their usage patterns, as their social lives are deeply entwined 
with these platforms [21]. As such, the context itself in which 
youth are embedded becomes a powerful barrier to change.

Addressing the predisposing, reinforcing, and/or enabling 
factors that determine problematic Instagram use is complex, 
but indicated prevention programs can make use of insights 
from experiences with the nascent concepts of digital detox, 
digital well-being, and digital disconnection [75–77]. These 
approaches involve taking voluntary breaks from social 
media to heighten awareness of consumption habits and 
reduce overload-induced stress. Although a recent system-
atic review reported inconclusive results regarding these 
approaches, possibly due to diverse intervention types and 
unclear target mechanisms [76], qualitative research revealed 
that disconnecting initially leads to negative feelings like 
disorientation, boredom, and increased FoMO, but in the 
longer term can foster more mindful social media usage [78]. 
While these interventions are nascent, the quest for sustained 
change and improved social media habits among young users 
remains pertinent and worth pursuing.

Some guidelines to prevent problematic use 
of Instagram in youth

Mental health refers to a state of well-being that allows indi-
viduals to achieve their potential, manage daily life stressors, 
work fruitfully, and contribute to their communities [79]. 
Mental health promotion refers to actions including educa-
tion and creating environments that enable individuals to 
control the determinants of their (mental) health, while pre-
vention entails strategies to reduce the incidence, prevalence, 
and recurrence of mental disorders [80]. Effective interven-
tions often require collaboration across multiple sectors [79], 
with particular emphasis on safeguarding the mental health 
of adolescents and youth.

Problematic use of the Internet and social networks has 
emerged as a significant concern for public health. An inter-
national meeting on the public health implications of exces-
sive use of the Internet organized by WHO [81] highlighted 
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the need for increased research to address knowledge gaps, 
and evaluate policies, strategies, and interventions to miti-
gate health risks associated with excessive Internet use. A 
recent systematic review reported inconclusive evidence on 
the effectiveness of preventive measures for Internet over-
use [82], finding that primary prevention programs exhibit 
considerable heterogeneity in theoretical approaches, design, 
outcome assessment, and effectiveness evaluation.

Addressing these shortcomings demands careful design, 
theory-based approaches, evidence-based strategies, and 
stakeholder involvement, aligned with well-established psy-
chology prevention guidelines [83]. The use of planning 
models can enhance the development and implementation 
of effective interventions in this domain, as they offer struc-
tured frameworks for the development and evaluation of 
interventions. For instance, PRECEDE-PROCEDE is a com-
prehensive health promotion planning model consisting of 
two phases. PRECEDE involves identifying the predisposing, 
reinforcing, and enabling factors that influence health behav-
iors, while PROCEDE focuses on the implementation and 
evaluation of interventions. The model emphasizes a thor-
ough assessment of determinants, stakeholder involvement, 
and tailoring interventions based on identified needs, provid-
ing an integrated and focused approach to health promotion 
planning. [62, 84, 85]. Another model that is often used in 
health promotion is RE-AIM, an evaluation framework for 
assessing the public health impact of interventions focusing 
on five dimensions: Reach, Effectiveness, Adoption, Imple-
mentation, and Maintenance. It provides a structured approach 
to evaluating and improving interventions, emphasizing long-
term impact and facilitating the translation of research into 
practice [86–88]. Both models can be used in a complemen-
tary manner as they promote a systematic and evidence-based 
approach to health promotion and behavior change initiatives.

In addition to using these models allowing for a sys-
tematic, comprehensive approach, the following recom-
mendations can be made to address the issues mentioned 
in this paper: (1) to promote ethical social network design; 
(2) to advocate for responsible Instagram use; and (3) to 
foster applied research about responsible Internet use and 
prevention.

Promoting ethical social network design

Preventing problematic Internet and social network use is 
not only a task for the health sector, but also for social net-
work developers, technology companies, governments, and 
regulators. The current business model of social networks is 
exploitative, as it capitalizes on users’ attention, and needs 
to be reevaluated with the well-being of the population as a 
priority. That change should be promoted by governments 
and users. Numerous policy examples are available and 
should be further encouraged, discussed, and disseminated 

[8•, 89•, 90•]. Alternatively, some key points for designers 
and companies to reduce the risk of problematic Instagram 
use include:

–	 Ensuring transparency of information and a symmetric 
relationship with users. The current relationship between 
companies and users is asymmetrical, as they gather 
extensive data on users, but they do not share sensitive 
information with them [91]. To promote transparency, 
companies must provide comprehensive information 
about their operations, design, purposes, and potential 
risks. This information should be shared in a clear, user-
friendly way that empowers the user to make informed 
decisions on matters that affect them. Companies should 
actively seek consent from users, and it should be 
obtained fairly, avoiding nudging users to accept [92].

–	 Continuous monitoring, auditing, and accountability. 
Policymakers should establish strong mechanisms for 
safeguarding individuals by systematically auditing algo-
rithms, monitoring companies, and enforcing account-
ability when harm occurs [93, 94].

–	 Companies should promote agency and freedom to choose. 
Instagram uses an algorithmic timeline that prioritizes 
which posts individuals will see first. Embracing ethical 
design would grant users the ability to customize their 
interaction with the platform. This may involve choosing 
a chronological timeline, opting in or out of suggested 
content and personalized product recommendations, and 
managing the type of notifications they receive [95].

–	 Banning the infinite scroll feature. Infinite scroll removes 
cues that prompt users to switch to other activities, thus 
keeping them on the platform longer than intended [96, 
97]. Natural stopping points should not be eliminated, 
and prohibiting features like autoplay, auto-loading, and 
showing unsolicited content should be considered. Users 
should be encouraged to take breaks, give consent, or 
receive notifications after extended scrolling.

–	 Actively promoting time limits. Instagram must offer 
built-in features for users to set daily and weekly time 
limits and easily access usage statistics. Implementing 
pop-ups or nudges showing daily usage and suggesting 
breaks would help users monitor and manage their time, 
as was shown in one experimental study [98]. Addi-
tionally, pop-ups signaling exceeded time limits should 
include the option to exit the platform. New users should 
be prompted to establish these limits and be reminded if 
they haven't.

Promote responsible use of Instagram

The most cost-effective approach to mitigate problematic 
social network use is to approach at-risk individuals or 
groups with tailored interventions [73]. This approach may 
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not only benefit problematic Instagram users but possibly 
also users of other social networks, by addressing shared risk 
factors. In this regard, four specific types of recommenda-
tions can be made to clinical psychologists, psychotherapists, 
clinicians, teachers and parents working with young people: 
(1) addressing specific predisposing variables, (2) shaping 
habits, (3) enhancing self-regulation, and (4) strengthening 
life skills. These recommendations are complementary, and 
prevention programs should ideally address multiple cat-
egories simultaneously. Some of them are inspired by those 
proposed by a multidisciplinary and multinational group of 
experts in a consensus report on the prevention of problem-
atic Internet use during the COVID-19 pandemic [99].

Addressing specific predisposing variables

As outlined above, social comparison orientation and fear 
of missing out have been identified as predisposing variables 
of problematic Instagram use [5••, 100, 101]. The follow-
ing strategies can be used to help reduce their impact on 
Instagram users.

–	 To address social-comparison orientation among youths, 
it is important to raise awareness that: (1) comparing to 
others is a natural human tendency with utility in vari-
ous contexts, but that (2) it is unfair to engage in such 
comparisons on social media, particularly on Instagram, 
where positive content overshadows negative content 
and where others often present idealized, heavily edited 
versions of themselves [40]; that (3) comparison on 
Instagram invariably results in feelings of frustration, 
inadequacy, sadness, and loneliness [5••, 38]; that (4) 
imperfections and insecurities are part of being human, 
and nobody leads a flawless life; and that embracing 
self-acceptance and accepting others as they are is vital. 
Additionally, encouraging youth to self-reflect on their 
comparison habits and developing educational resources 
and specific guidelines for reducing comparisons are of 
paramount importance. One recent diary intervention 
on social comparisons on social media found promising 
results for this approach [102].

–	 To address Fear of Missing Out among young people, 
it is crucial to promote awareness that: (1) the vastness 
of online content makes it impossible to keep up with 
everything, and one need not constantly stay updated; (2) 
individual differences mean not everything that interests 
others will appeal to everyone, and that's perfectly accept-
able; (3) it is acceptable not to be involved in every online 
or real-life event. Another approach is to help youth rec-
ognize that FoMO directs their focus outward, causing 
them to overlook their internal experiences [103]. Inter-
ventions should encourage individuals to allocate their 

attention inward, where it really matters, and appreciate 
the real world, their existing circumstances, and their 
potential. Practicing gratitude and self-compassion are 
pivotal elements in developing this strategy [104].

Shaping habits

Establishing healthy Instagram consumption habits often 
entails breaking unproductive or perceived unhealthy usage 
patterns. Although it may not be easy to break automatic pat-
terns of use, especially if Instagram incentivizes prolonged 
use, developing awareness of these habits is crucial. Some 
specific helpful guidelines are:

–	 Developing awareness. Encouraging youth to engage in 
self-reflection about their Internet and Instagram use is the 
first, important step [105]. Firstly, realizing how platforms 
are designed to profit by retaining user attention through 
targeted ads and push notifications helps users decide if 
they want to continue using these platforms in a way that 
aligns with their values and benefits their lives. Secondly, 
self-reflection can help to clarify their own motivations 
for using Instagram, their usage patterns [21, 40], and 
their effects on their thoughts, emotions, and overall well-
being [5••]. Identifying problematic patterns, (e.g. engag-
ing in self-deprecating comparisons that trigger sadness 
and failure) allows users to take corrective actions, such 
as addressing the inclination to compare and employing 
alternative strategies for behavioral regulation [21, 106].

–	 Encouraging to break automatic patterns. Youth should 
be guided in recognizing discomfort or overwhelm arising 
from Instagram use, and learn that they can make deci-
sions, and self-regulate to reduce mindless engagement on 
the platform. Breaking the habit of mindlessly engaging in 
using the platform can be a challenge, and requires helping 
them to identify triggers for “mindless” use (e.g., FoMO, 
isolation, notifications, boredom, etc.) which can then be 
addressed by adjusting the behavior (e.g. disabling notifi-
cations, switching activities). A key message is that users 
are accountable for their usage and should strive for a con-
scious, controlled interaction with the platform [106–108].

–	 Encouraging to take one step at a time if needed. To 
change habits, it can be useful to take small steps that 
require minimal action [109] but lead towards a more 
mindful use of Instagram. These small actions may 
include setting time limits, tracking usage time, disabling 
automatic login, using analog tools (e.g., alarm clock), 
and finding alternative ways of entertainment when bore-
dom drives usage [110, 111].

–	 Promoting positive, mindful, and intentional use of the 
platform. Encouraging mindful use includes avoiding 
early morning and late-night scrolling, in favor of healthier 
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practices like journaling, meditation, and gratitude prac-
tice [105, 112]. Setting specific time slots for Instagram 
use, interactions, and profile curation could help main-
tain intentional network hygiene. Users should unfollow 
unhelpful profiles, carefully select the profiles they follow, 
and be mindful of likes, comments, and shares given to 
prevent feeding Instagram's algorithm. Careful awareness 
and authenticity over what and why they post should be 
prioritized over trying to meet others' standards, as genu-
ine connections are more valuable than portraying an ide-
alized but unrealistic image [106, 113–116].

Enhancing self‑regulation

Self-regulation is the ability to control one’s thoughts, emotions, 
and behaviors when pursuing long-term goals, and is crucial to 
maintain healthy behaviors and good mental health [117]. For 
Instagram use, developing self-regulation strategies can help 
individuals cope with the challenges they may encounter.

–	 Emotional-regulation strategies. Youth often turns to Ins-
tagram to cope with negative states [40]. Therefore, pro-
viding psychoeducation and training on emotional regu-
lation strategies should be part of the prevention strategy, 
whereby they can learn that emotions serve as signals 
that something is happening that needs to be observed, 
named, and addressed [118–122]. Effective emotional 
regulation strategies can also help users manage difficult 
situations on the platform, such as the fear of judgment 
or negative reactions to their content.

–	 Self-control strategies. Commonly employed self-control 
strategies concerning social network use include self-
talk, straightforward self-control, modifying a feature 
on the device, and building a safe context with no direct 
access to social media [111]. However, the possibility to 
exert self-control may be hindered by individual levels 
of self-control, impulsive behavior patterns, and implicit 
and explicit attitudes toward social media [123, 124]. 
Understanding self-control as a toolbox of skills that can 
be deployed to resist temptation can be a way to advance 
the training of these skills in interventions, potentially 
starting at a young age [125].

–	 Cognitive reappraisal. Cognitive reappraisal or refram-
ing is an attempt to alter the subjective evaluation of a 
situation that elicits emotions to modify its emotional 
impact. This can help to improve self-regulation [126, 
127]. Some studies have found that training this skill can 
promote active coping and full engagement with life’s 
negative experiences [128–130]. It may allow users to 
assign different, nuanced meanings to difficult situations 
that could arise from their Instagram use.

Strengthening life skills

Life skills encompass essential competencies to navi-
gate life's challenges effectively [131]. They are acquired 
through education, experience, and training. Life skills edu-
cation programs are promising psychosocial interventions to 
enhance youth's mental health and to bolster coping mecha-
nisms, resilience, and emotional intelligence [132•, 133]. 
Key life skills that can be cultivated among youth to manage 
their Instagram use include:

–	 Digital literacy and social media literacy. Despite being 
avid Instagram users, many young individuals lack com-
prehensive knowledge of the technology behind it and 
safety measures to lessen risks, so developing digital lit-
eracy is crucial, and high in the education agenda [134, 
135]. More specifically, social media literacy can enable 
them to make informed decisions, control their online 
presence better, and choose how to use the platform, 
hopefully engaging in collaboration and civil participa-
tion [136, 137].

–	 Critical thinking. Fostering critical thinking skills is 
crucial for assessing the credibility of information [131, 
138], given the vast, often incomplete, or inaccurate 
content encountered on Instagram. Promoting critical 
thinking can help to recognize and assess the bite-sized, 
hyper-condensed, partial, idealized, exaggerated, and 
unrealistic ideas, standards, ideals, and lifestyles that are 
portrayed there [21, 35, 139].

–	 Social skills. Social skills include the ability to communi-
cate thoughts and feelings and interact verbally and non-
verbally with others in different settings [131]. Real-life 
relationships are vital to feeling connected to others, being 
a part of a community, having a sense of belonging, and 
enjoying a satisfactory life [140, 141]. For people with less 
developed social skills, Instagram can be a tool to connect 
with others in a low-stakes environment [142, 143]. Yet, as 
online interactions fuel para-social connections that do not 
often translate into deeper connections [144, 145], social 
skills development remains vital.

–	 Healthy lifestyles. Promoting activities that contribute to 
healthy living reduces reliance on Instagram for entertain-
ment or emotional management. Regular sleep, balanced 
nutrition, stress reduction, physical activity, and connect-
ing with nature are integral to overall health [99, 146].

–	 Promoting seeking professional help if needed. Youths 
experiencing significant difficulties or interpersonal 
problems due to Instagram use should be encouraged to 
seek professional support [99]. Early intervention can 
alleviate symptoms and promote coping strategies, and 
psychoeducation can help destigmatize seeking profes-
sional help.
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Promoting applied research on responsible 
Instagram and SNs use

In order to prevent harm and promote a healthier use of Ins-
tagram, social networks, and internet use in general, more 
research is needed to understand the processes leading to 
problematic use and translate these insights into best practices 
and actionable recommendations. Extending the work of other 
scholars in the field [35, 59, 61], researchers, academic insti-
tutions, governments, and organizations can contribute by:

–	 Promoting research on responsible Internet use and pre-
vention. Despite considerable efforts to comprehend the 
mechanisms behind problematic social network use, there 
is a need for more research to document how responsible 
internet use can be promoted and how adverse outcomes 
can be prevented [61]. Given that future generations will 
depend on technology and use it extensively, research 
could have a profound impact on the mental health bur-
den of the future.

–	 Encouraging collaborations between researchers and 
social network developers: Collaboration between 
researchers and technology companies can contribute to 
the ethical improvement of these platforms. Identifying 
features that enhance well-being and those that lead to 
problematic use can lead to improved designs of social 
network platforms. Companies should enhance trans-
parency and share user data with researchers for objec-
tive, independent assessments of social network usage 
[35]. Utilizing these abundant data can drive platform 
improvements and ensure user benefits.

–	 Enhancing research quality. While diversity in research 
methods is valuable, certain approaches hold greater 
policy relevance than others. Standardizing operationali-
zations and measurements of problematic social network 
use and its determinants can reduce disparities between 
study methods and outcomes and enable the aggregation 
of results in future reviews and meta-analyses [4, 29, 82]. 
Longitudinal studies should be prioritized over cross-
sectional ones, and behavioral data should be favored 
over self-reported data [32••, 35, 59]. Utilizing experi-
ence sampling methods can help to capture within-subject 
effects, which are particularly significant in the study of 
social network usage patterns [32••, 61]. Furthermore, 
expanding research beyond the typical samples such as 
youth and undergraduate students, to encompass more rep-
resentative populations, can lead to a better understand-
ing of risk factors and general and specific vulnerabilities. 
Research across various social networks should be encour-
aged to account for unique interaction contexts and affor-
dances [35]. Responsible analysis of statistical significance 
and discouraging the overreporting of negligible effects 
should be embraced as best research practices [32••, 59].

–	 Sustaining research funding: Providing adequate fund-
ing is imperative to enable research, especially given the 
ever-evolving nature of social networking sites. Whereas 
social network platforms continuously introduce new 
features and improvements that can impact research 
outcomes, inadequate resources for research hinder the 
capacity to keep pace with these changes, thus potentially 
compromising the validity of theories and research meth-
odologies. Allocating sufficient resources for researchers' 
training and long-term projects is therefore essential to 
conduct high-quality, timely, and informative research.

Conclusion

This paper aimed to identify the factors that influence Ins-
tagram use, paying attention to the design of interfaces, 
individual characteristics and motives of users as well as 
social factors, with the purpose of identifying targets for 
the prevention of problematic use. Based on these analyses, 
we have formulated recommendations for social network 
developing companies, governments, researchers, and users 
to mitigate the negative consequences of problematic use 
and to promote healthier use.

While the ethical design, research, and policy implemen-
tation of social networks require ongoing efforts, individuals 
can take immediate steps. Promoting critical thinking and a 
more intentional, present use of Instagram, guided by solid 
information on potential benefits and risks can empower indi-
viduals and give them back agency over their behaviors. Pur-
suing a selective approach to prevention by targeting vulner-
able youth and addressing the predisposing factors of social 
comparison orientation and FoMO as well as self-regulation 
can help reduce the negative effects of Instagram use. Moreo-
ver, life-skills training can enable youth to deal effectively 
with the challenges of this fast-paced interconnected world.
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