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Abstract 
The role of Instagram as a facilitator of experiences of well-being has been questioned by 

scholars such as Brooks (2015), Argo and Lowery (2017), Ladhari et al. (2020), Sheldon et al. 

(2019), Altuwairiqi et al. (2019) and Turkle (2017). These scholars argue that Instagram 

influences the individual’s sense of well-being negatively. This thesis also focuses on the 

relationship between well-being and Instagram use; based on both personal experiences as well 

as interviews with Instagram users, this thesis investigates how and in what ways Instagram 

affects an individual’s sense of well-being both positively and negatively. Furthermore, this 

study investigates how Instagram, well-being and authenticity are related by delving deeper 

into the question whether and how Instagram enables ‘authentic Instagram entrepreneurship’ 

by enabling ‘online authenticity’.  

  Within this study I used a mixed-method approach – grounded in uses and gratifications 

theory and self-determination theory – to understand how well-being and Instagram use relate.  

I first utilize autoethnographic analysis to delineate my personal experiences as Instagram user, 

inspirator and as authentic entrepreneur and analyze the desires, needs and uses Instagram use 

fulfils for me personally and professionally, and how this relates to my sense of well-being. 

Secondly, I employ qualitative interviewing with specific Instagram users, combined with 

thematic analysis, to further underpin or gain new insights about Instagram use and experiences 

of well-being and authenticity.  

  This thesis concludes that Instagram positively contributes to a sense of well-being by 

enabling access to inspiration, knowledge and connection in a community. To Instagram users, 

Instagram serves as a gateway to finding inspiration, knowledge and a connection with others 

by allowing inspirators to share their experiences and expertise with others. To Instagram 

entrepreneurs or inspirators, Instagram serves as a podium to reach a large audience that could 

be inspired by their authentic story. Instagram satisfies individual needs and desires that relate 

to personal growth, personal connections, support and growth in business. Having these desires 

fulfilled increases well-being. On the other hand, it also emerged that Instagram usage could 

change into a more negative “need” by turning inspiration into an obligation, resulting in a 

decreased sense of well-being.  

 The way Instagram influences the Instagram user and the entrepreneur or inspirator can 

be characterized by the dynamics of what I term the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach. Within 

the ‘outside in’ approach Instagram serves as an external factor that influences the inner life of 

an individual. Considering the ‘inside out’ approach, this is the other way around: Instagram is 

still a strong external factor, but does not ‘dominate’ the inner life.  
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In terms of self-determination theory, needs and desires for ‘inspiration’, ‘knowledge’, 

‘connection’ and ‘obligation’ can be translated into the dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside out’ 

approach. The one influences the other. The analysis of the autoethnographic material and 

interviews illustrate these dynamics. For instance, when I participated as inspirator on 

Instagram and mainly cared about external factors such as satisfying my community and the 

Instagram algorithm, my sense of well-being decreased; external factors determined my sense 

of well-being. However, these dynamics shifted to the ‘inside out’ as soon as I refocused 

Instagram use to ‘authenticity’. In line with the insights gained through the interviews, the 

analysis of the autoethnographic material indicates that by listening what I want to share instead 

of what I am expected to share, my sense of well-being increases. External factors like an 

algorithm or community are no longer most important. Nevertheless, as an ‘authentic 

entrepreneur’, there is always a form of ‘performed authenticity’ involved to gain new 

customers. Tensions between the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach and the need of Instagram 

entrepreneurs to ‘perform authentically’ mark the dynamic relationship and understanding of 

how these entrepreneurs experience well-being through Instagram use.  

  



INSTAGRAM, WELL-BEING AND AUTHENTIC ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

5 

Table of Contents 

1. Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 7 

2. Theoretical Framework ........................................................................................................ 13 

2.1 Social Media: Instagram ................................................................................................ 14 

2.2 Well-Being: a connection to Instagram ......................................................................... 19 

2.3 Entrepreneurship in connection to well-being and authenticity .................................... 23 

2.4 Understanding Instagram Use I: Uses and Gratification Theory ................................. 30 

2.5 Understanding Instagram Use II: Self-Determination Theory ...................................... 32 

3. Methodology ........................................................................................................................ 36 

3.1 Sampling procedure of in-depth interviews ................................................................... 40 

3.2 Data collection and analysis .......................................................................................... 42 

3.3 Validity and limitations .................................................................................................. 52 

4. Analysis of findings ............................................................................................................. 53 

4.1 Analysis of Autoethnography ......................................................................................... 53 

4.1.1 Defining well-being ................................................................................................ 53 

4.1.2 Instagram as a gateway to inspiration, knowledge and connection ........................ 58 

4.1.3 Inspiring others through Instagram ......................................................................... 61 

4.1.4 Well-being and authentic online entrepreneurship ................................................. 65 

4.2 Analysis of In-Depth Interviews ..................................................................................... 73 

4.2.1 Defining well-being ................................................................................................ 74 

4.2.2 Well-being through Instagram ................................................................................ 75 

4.2.3 Well-being and authentic online entrepreneurship ................................................. 83 

5. Discussion ............................................................................................................................ 88 

5.1 Defining well-being and the way it is experienced .................................................... 88 

5.2 Contribution of Instagram to well-being .................................................................... 92 

5.3 Growing as a person and as a business through Instagram ........................................ 95 

5.4 Connection between well-being and online entrepreneurship ................................... 97 

5.5 Well-being reflected in performed practices by authentic entrepreneurs ................ 100 



INSTAGRAM, WELL-BEING AND AUTHENTIC ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

6 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................. 101 

Bibliography .......................................................................................................................... 108 

Media-orography ............................................................................................................... 119 

Appendices ............................................................................................................................. 121 

Appendix 1: Thematic Analysis ............................................................................................. 122 

Appendix 2: Autoethnography ............................................................................................... 413 

Appendix 3: Questions qualitative interviewing .................................................................... 449 

Appendix 4: Qualitative interviews ....................................................................................... 451 

Appendix 5: Link to interviews ............................................................................................. 550 

 

 

 
  



INSTAGRAM, WELL-BEING AND AUTHENTIC ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

7 

1. Introduction 
Social media platforms have become an important influencer of psychological aspects of human 

emotions and feelings, such as well-being (Maclean et al., 2020: 242). Many young people 

indicate that social media decreases feelings of anxiety and depression by finding inspiration, 

connection and support through online platforms like Instagram (Canady, 2018). Photo sharing 

became one of the most popular online activities that affected well-being in both a negative and 

positive way, with Instagram as the most successful visual platform (Maclean et al., 2020: 242).  

  Having Instagram as one of the most powerful visual social media platforms, questions 

arise about the way well-being is affected by this platform’s affordances (Leaver et al., 2020: 

1; Bahtar & Muda, 2016). How impactful are “likes” and “followers” on an individual’s sense 

of well-being? And does Instagram indeed mainly influence individuals negatively as many 

academic studies state (Brooks, 2015; Argo & Lowery, 2017; Ladhari et al, 2020; Sheldon et 

al, 2019; Altuwairiqi et al, 2019; Turkle, 2017)? Despite the concerns relating to the negative 

influences of Instagram on society (Rautale & Sharma, 2019), Instagram also positively 

influences individuals by, for example, enabling communities that offer a greater sense of 

belonging (Chayko, 2008; Kim et al., 2021; Canady, 2018; Rautela, 2019).  

 Within this study I investigate questions with respect to the negative beliefs about 

Instagram. Partly, since I strongly believe that the number of “likes” and “followers” do 

influence individuals negatively, however, it is therefore not to be assumed that Instagram 

mainly influences well-being negatively. Negative and positive experiences may lead to 

personal reflections that enhance insights and awareness. My personal experiences with 

Instagram in the past lead me to argue that Instagram has influenced my well-being both 

positively and negatively. In a positive sense, it played a fundamental role in how I overcame 

personal adversity by offering a community in which I could participate, by having access to 

inspirators like SannyZoektGeluk1 and an abundance of information. Secondly, it became a key 

feature within my personal journey towards personal growth and the creation of my business 

as an authentic entrepreneur. Apart from this, it influenced my well-being in a negative sense 

as well. I lost control while becoming a micro-influencer myself, since it felt like the platform 

“took over”. It decreased my well-being and even led to a depression. Still, ultimately these 

negative experiences led to an increase in personal growth and authenticity that became a key 

concept within my Instagram behavior and my business, culminating in the full confidence that 

I do not need algorithms or to meet certain expectations from others to be successful.  

 
1 Find SannyZoektGeluk via this link: https://www.instagram.com/sannyzoektgeluk/  
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  With these personal experiences in mind, this thesis delves deeper into understanding 

how interaction and engagement with Instagram results in feelings of well-being. It does so by 

examining how theorists like Allcot et al. (2019), Cicognani et al. (2007) and Maclean et al. 

(2020) have previously approached the idea of influences of the Instagram platform on 

individuals and enriches this research by presenting autoethnographic insights into how internal 

processes regarding ‘the rational’, ‘the emotional’ and ‘the spiritual’ are impacted by Instagram 

usage and how it contributes to well-being in both a positive and negative sense. Besides, this 

study further investigates the significance of Instagram within authentic entrepreneurship in 

fostering well-being and how authenticity within entrepreneurship contributes to an increased 

well-being; with the expectation that the positive effect overshadows the negative. 

 A focus on authenticity in online entrepreneurship is not new and can be seen within 

certain online campaigns. A highly impactful and successful commercial campaign is from the 

influential company Starbucks called #WhatsYourName (Cyca, 2020). Starbucks partnered 

together with Mermaids; an organization that supports gender-diverse and transgender youth, 

to show their importance towards people of all genders (Starbucks, 2020). Through this 

campaign they hope to include everybody from every type of gender, and honor their chosen 

names (Starbucks, 2020). Starbucks mostly used Instagram combined with other platforms like 

Twitter, Facebook and traditional advertising to give this campaign as much attention as 

possible (Cyca, 2020). They encouraged people to share their photos with the Mermaid cookies 

to raise funds for Mermaids, and use the hashtag #WhatsYourName to raise as much awareness 

as possible (Cyca, 2020). What is striking about this example from Starbucks is that it is a 

corporate campaign that connects both Instagram, increasing well-being and entrepreneurship. 

By connecting to a societal issue through Instagram, the company reinforces their image as an 

authentic business and they hope to inspire others, create more awareness and ensure an 

increase in well-being.  

  The way Instagram and authentic entrepreneurship contribute to an individual’s sense 

of well-being can be related to a dynamic of the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach; an approach 

that was previously studied by Williams, Kern and Waters (2016). They defined the ‘outside 

in, inside out’ approach as a system to develop happiness and well-being. They specifically 

applied this system to work happiness. For Williams, Kern and Walters (2016) the ‘outside in’ 

approach deals with organizational-level factors, something that this study refers to as external 

or contextual factors such as platform affordances or artifacts. The ‘inside out’ approach deals 

with individual-level factors (Williams et al., 2016), something that within this study is referred 

to as inner life and inner experiences. These can be personal beliefs, values and preferences 



INSTAGRAM, WELL-BEING AND AUTHENTIC ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

9 

(Lim et al., 2015). This approach deals with the way an individual or entrepreneur operates 

through certain uses and practices to experience well-being. The dynamic between the ‘outside 

in, inside out’ approach is a key factor within this study, since it illustrates how individuals, 

including (authentic) entrepreneurs make use of a platform such as Instagram to foster well-

being (either in themselves or in their customers). It illustrates the way individuals use 

Instagram and apply certain motivations to experience a feeling of satisfaction. 

  The ‘outside in, inside out’ approach also directly relates to ‘authentic 

entrepreneurship’; a concept also relevant within this study. Instagram is a key platform in my 

entrepreneurial efforts because I use it to acquire almost all my customers and connect with and 

inspire my community. Well-being and entrepreneurship therefore relate to the entrepreneur’s 

sense of well-being and the well-being of the involved customer (Shir, 2015; Johannisson, 

2009; Gielnik et al., 2020). Within the entrepreneurial world there is a growing interest in well-

being due to the fact that entrepreneurial processes are easier created with positive well-being. 

This is mainly since positive well-being fosters creativity and the creation of new ideas (Shir, 

2015; Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2011). Here, well-being can be connected to authenticity, as 

authenticity has a significant effect on psychological well-being of the entrepreneur (Lim et al., 

2015: 132). The ‘outside in’ can be seen as authentic entrepreneurs having the desire to maintain 

positive impressions with the need to share some authentic content with their community (Lim 

et al., 2015: 132). They are affected from the outside with the need to behave in a particular 

way to please their community. The ‘inside out’ approach deals with operating from the inner 

authentic self.  

  To gain a further in-depth understanding of how well-being and authenticity are 

connected to Instagram and entrepreneurship, this thesis contributes to previous studies by 

applying personal experiences from the autoethnography and in-depth interviews to further 

illustrate how well-being and authenticity have been influenced by Instagram and/or through 

authentic Instagram entrepreneurship. This thesis therefore aims to gain more insight into how 

the dynamics of platform affordances and platform use facilitate feelings of well-being. 

 

Research Questions 

To gain a further insight into studies that focus on the negative effects of Instagram on well-

being and studies that consider the possibilities the platform offers to foster and support well-

being, this study focuses on how the platform provides well-being by investigating the 

dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach. Specifically, it does so by investigating how 

entrepreneurs experience Instagram use as part of their business activities. In this thesis I will 
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answer the following research question: “In what ways does Instagram use contribute to an 

individual's sense of well-being and what does this imply about authentic online 

entrepreneurship that aims to support well-being on Instagram?”. This study will be based on 

extensive literature review, my own experiences through my business operations as authentic 

entrepreneur in the creative sector as part of an autoethnographic approach, and a number of 

in-depth interviews with Instagram users. 

Answering this research question gives insight into how Instagram and well-being can 

be related to each other. Robinson et al. (2016) argue that Instagram can be attributed positive 

and negative influences on people. For example, they observe Instagram’s role in both increased 

suicide rates and in suicide prevention. A feeling of well-being gained through participating in 

Instagram communities for example decreases anxiety, depression and negativity, which 

eventually leads to a happier society (Symon et al., 2012: 4).  

This study is not solely relevant for society. It also has academic relevance, since it 

could be seen in line with studies that connect well-being to Instagram with, in addition, the 

connection to (authentic) entrepreneurs operating through Instagram. This study shifts the focus 

from the more negative perspectives (Brooks, 2015; Argo & Lowery, 2017; Ladhari et al, 2020; 

Sheldon et al, 2019; Altuwairiqi et al, 2019) to a more positive perspective considering the 

effects of Instagram on experiencing well-being. This aligns with studies by Jenkins (2002) 

who described social media platforms as innovative, relevant, networked, convergent, every 

day, global and generational (p.14) and saw them as a good way for users to get involved and 

contribute to society (Jenkins, 2008a). This indicates great interest in communities and the 

participatory culture fostered by user-generated content (Jenkins, 2008a). As platforms matured 

so did the critique on this participatory culture ideal; scholars such as Gillespie (2018) and 

Srnicek (2017) drew attention to “platform monetization” and “platform capitalism”, two 

concepts that draw attention to the market dynamics involved in the use and development of 

social media platforms. 

  By conducting a study purely focused on the way individuals and entrepreneurs employ 

user-Instagram interaction to transform or contribute to well-being, a more nuanced 

understanding on how Instagram shapes users’ and entrepreneurs’ daily lives will be provided. 

This is because it allows a different perspective on how Instagram artifacts, which are Instagram 

properties like ‘followers’, ‘likes’, ‘comments’ and ‘Direct Messages’ (Rogers, 2013: 100; 

Maclean et al., 2020: 242) encourage online communication and connection through 

communities on how awareness is created by reflecting on algorithmic requirements, and how 

individuals exercise their self-determination as they use Instagram.  
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Research sub-questions 

The answer to the research question will be guided by five sub-questions. The first sub-question 

is: “What is well-being and how is it experienced by individuals?”. The sections discussing this 

sub-question dive further into the definition of ‘well-being’ and the way it is mainly 

experienced using the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach. Since this concept is intangible and 

experienced differently per individual, it is relevant for this study to establish a clear definition 

that states what ‘well-being’ entails.  

  Secondly, the follow-up section discusses the following sub-question: “How does 

Instagram contribute to an individual’s sense of well-being?”. This section dives further into 

the ways Instagram contributes and affects the individual’s sense of well-being. Considering 

the dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach, it may be both positive and/or negative. 

When discovering negative effects, further research will be conducted to gain further in-depth 

understanding of how these negative effects emerged and if these negative results, with more 

in-depth reflection could potentially lead to positive consequences.  

  The third sub-question is: “In what ways has Instagram affected my personal 

development and contributed to the creation of my business?”. The underlying reason for the 

topic of this thesis are my positive personal experiences with Instagram in relation to my 

personal journey and the way my life as authentic entrepreneur was created. Instagram is the 

underlying reason for the life I’m currently living. By answering this sub-question, more in-

depth information could be obtained in relation to how Instagram affects and contributes to an 

individual’s sense of well-being. It may provide the positive influences of the platform and 

refute the negative effects that eventually resolved themselves into positive ones. By using the 

autoethnography methodology, I will give an answer to this sub-question.  

  Fourthly, “How are well-being and online entrepreneurship connected?”. This section 

elaborates on the relationship between the concept of ‘well-being’ and ‘entrepreneurship’. 

Especially, considering authentic entrepreneurship, as a concept of well-being becomes 

guiding. By conducting autoethnographic research into my own experiences as authentic 

entrepreneur in combination with four in-depth interviews, an answer will be reached.  

  Finally, the fifth sub-question can be defined as: “In what ways is well-being reflected 

within performed practices of authentic entrepreneurs?”. This section focuses specifically on 

authentic entrepreneurship and the way the authentic entrepreneur implements well-being to 

inspire the consumer and him-/herself. Since the authentic entrepreneurs within this study have 

a direct connection with Instagram, it will provide further understanding of how they operate 

through the Instagram platform to contribute and foster well-being of (potential) customers 
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within their community. Similar to the previous sub-question, autoethnography combined with 

four in-depth interviews will be used to gain an answer to this sub-question.  

 

Research Approach 

To answer the research questions, autoethnography and in-depth interviews will be used 

combined with concepts drawn from two theories: self-determination theory and uses and 

gratifications theory. In Chapter 2, the theoretical framework will be presented first and 

elaborates on previous studies and the relevant concepts in this research. This chapter further 

frames the subject of this study, providing an even clearer direction for the research. The 

methodology is then described in Chapter 3. In this study, I first focused on an autoethnography 

that I conducted over the total course of six weeks. After completing this methodology, four in-

depth interviews were conducted to understand how the interviewees experienced the 

observations from the autoethnography. The observations from the interviewees may perhaps 

offer alternative views to nuance or to underline the complexity of the way well-being is 

experienced and well-being is fostered by Instagram. After performing both methods, thematic 

analysis, presented in Chapter 4, lead to six important themes, namely: ‘the emotional’, ‘the 

rational’, ‘motivations’, ‘the spiritual’, ‘acts’ and ‘platform affordances’. With these themes, 

the two theories and the dynamic of the 'outside in, inside out' approach combined, the sub-

questions are answered. Both methods will be further discussed and compared to each other in 

Chapter 5. Finally, the conclusion will be addressed in Chapter 6 answering the research 

question. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 
As discussed within the introduction, this study deals with the following research question: “In 

what ways does Instagram use contribute to an individual's sense of well-being and what does 

this imply about authentic online entrepreneurship that aims to support well-being on 

Instagram?”. To create a clear framework that exemplifies most relevant concepts and further 

illustrates previous conducted studies with respect to these concepts, this section will consist of 

multiple subsections that all discuss one of the important concepts mentioned within the 

research question, which are: Instagram, well-being, authenticity and entrepreneurship. 

Furthermore, specific attention will be given to self-determination theory and uses and 

gratification theory that are used within this study. 

  Within this chapter the first subsection discusses the concept social media platforms, 

with specific focus on Instagram, Instagram artifacts and online communities. Thereafter, the 

concepts well-being and authenticity will be discussed separately and in connection to authentic 

entrepreneurship. Subsequently, the relevance of Instagram within authentic entrepreneurship 

will be discussed. And finally, the theoretical approaches used to understand Instagram use, 

which are uses and gratifications theory and self-determination theory, will be critically 

discussed. These two theories shape my perspective on how I will analyze my Instagram usage 

that contribute to feelings of well-being. 

   Before heading to the first subsection discussing social media and Instagram, I will first 

give a more comprehensive explanation on the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach. I focus on the 

‘outside in, inside out’ approach from a combined psychological and entrepreneurial 

perspective on Instagram. As mentioned within the introduction the ‘outside in, inside out’ 

approach within this study focuses on how individuals and (authentic) entrepreneurs use 

Instagram to foster feelings of well-being. It illustrates the way individuals use Instagram and 

apply certain motivations to experience a feeling of satisfaction. It deals with the ‘outside in’, 

meaning stimuli happening on the outside, that trigger something inside an individual resulting 

in a specific action (Williams et al., 2016; Deci & Ryan, 2008). A real-life example mentioned 

within the autoethnography further illustrates how the ‘outside in’ approach affects an 

individual (Appendix 2). This real-life example deals with Instagram artifacts, which are 

Instagram properties (Rogers, 2013: 100) like ‘followers’, ‘likes’, ‘comments’ and ‘Direct 

Messages’ (Maclean et al., 2020: 242). My analyzed statistics showed that my number of 

followers declined. This made me nervous, because it felt like I was failing in my work as 

entrepreneur, with a declining well-being as a consequence. As it bothered me feeling this way, 

I decided to take action and meet the requirements of the Instagram algorithm more often. This 
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example shows that the Instagram artifacts (declining followers) function as outside trigger here 

and creates a feeling of failing inside me. As a result, I act to change this outside trigger.  

  However, when discussing the ‘inside out’ approach, this is the other way around. 

Instead of being triggered from the outside, one feels a specific need and takes action from there 

(Williams et al., 2016). Here, the same real-life example could be used from the ‘inside out’ 

perspective. Nowadays, I post on Instagram whenever I feel like posting and I only share what 

feels right for me. This may lead to a decrease in my engagement rate or in my number of 

followers, but that does not impact my well-being in any way, since I’m able to do what I love 

most. I am at peace with the people who unfollow me, because they would probably never have 

become a real customer of mine. It is a constantly ongoing dynamic; one that differs per person 

as it is highly subjective. This dynamic is what I will investigate in this thesis, because it gives 

insight into the different ways well-being could be influenced through Instagram usage.   

 

2.1 Social Media: Instagram 

Social media are a critical area of interest for marketing practitioners and scholars (Whiting & 

Williams, 2013: 362). Social media are often researched from an industry perspective 

(Albarran, 2013: 1). Early research on social media concentrated on areas such as 

communication patterns and preferences, psychological impact and uses and gratifications 

(Ang et al., 2015; Ellison et al., 2007; Pempek et al., 2009; Hargittai, 2007). In the beginning 

of the social media era, the early concept of social media was called ‘social networking sites’2 

(Albarran, 2013: 1).  

  Over time, the term social networking sites changed into the concept ‘social media’. 

‘Social media’ can be defined as “a group of internet-based applications like internet websites, 

services and practices that build on the ideological and technical foundations of Web 2.0, that 

support collaboration, participation and community by allowing the creation and sharing of 

user-generated-content” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010: p.61; Junco et al., 2011: 119). User-

generated content refers to a way in which cultural online content was generated by users, most 

of them amateur, rather than by professional producers (Hesmondhalgh, 2019: 266).  

Social media platforms have gone from being entertaining to being integrated in our 

lives to benefit our everyday life and culture (Kent & Li, 2020). They encourage users to 

 
2 The early definition of ‘social networking sites’ was created by Boyd and Ellison (Albarran, 2013: 1). They 
define ‘social networking sites’ as followed: “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” 
(Boyd and Ellison, 2008: p. 211). 
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participate and engage online (Kaakinen et al., 2020). Srnicek (2017) defines platforms as 

“digital infrastructures that enable two or more groups to interact” (p.43). Platforms position 

themselves as intermediaries that bring together different (groups of) users: advertisers, 

customer, entrepreneurs and even physical objects (Srnicek, 2017: 43). They come with a series 

of tools and artifacts that enable their users to build their own services, products and/or 

marketplaces (p.43). They have become a fundamental way for people to gain knowledge, 

capital, community and information (Kaakinen et al., 2020).    

With evolving social media platforms and an increase in digital capitalism, a direct link 

to platform monetization and platform capitalism can be made, which is especially interesting 

to discuss in regards to entrepreneurship through the platform Instagram (Allen, 2019). 

Platform capitalism can be described as creating and gaining capital by using platforms like 

social media (Srnicek, 2017). Srnicek (2017) states that digital platforms constituted to a new 

business model; one that is based on the valuation of users and data (Fagioli, 2021: 127). For 

entrepreneurs it became a way of gaining new customers by online participation and content 

monetization (Allen, 2019; Shtern et al., 2019). Notwithstanding the criticisms on platform 

capitalism and platform monetization given by Fagioli (2019) and Hesmondhalgh and Baker 

(2011), I do not focus on these two concepts in this thesis. I’m interested in understanding how 

entrepreneurs experience this way of platform capitalism by monetizing content through 

Instagram and how this experience influences their well-being. This gives insight into how 

entrepreneurs make use of platform dynamics and how these dynamics influence well-being 

(Schjoedt et al., 2020; Allen, 2019). 

  Considering entrepreneurships and their entrepreneurial focus, Instagram, Facebook and 

LinkedIn became relevant in gaining new clients, build a network and compete with 

competitors to grow as a business (Allen, 2019; Samuel & Joe, 2016; Lister, 2021). Social 

media platforms have the detailed data with regard to which content will create most interaction, 

through likes or shares. It gives entrepreneurs the opportunity to customize content to supply 

their online community and potential customers with personalized information (Allen, 2019). 

This can be achieved by organically posting organic content by posting content and 

participating on Instagram, which means that the content meets the requirements of the 

algorithm leading to increased visibility that establishes new customers, or by publishing 

advertisements through these platforms to reach new potential customers (Allen, 2019).  

  As reported by Lister (2021), Facebook has over 60 million active business pages, of 

which 75% is willing to pay for advertising. However, only 6 million of these active business 

pages pay to be ‘active advertisers’ worth almost 15 billion dollars. The same goes for 
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Instagram, which is after Facebook and YouTube most dominant social media platform when 

considering entrepreneurial marketing (Olanrewaju et al., 2020: 90). McLachlan (2022) states 

that 90% of Instagram users follow at least one business. The average business accounts on 

Instagram grow monthly with 1.69% in followers. Besides, 44% of the Instagram users uses 

the artifact “Instagram Shopping” on a weekly basis, which shows the impact of platform 

capitalism with Instagram advertising outpacing Facebook. Facebook global advertising 

increased with 6.5% over 2021, while Instagram’s global advertising increased with 20.5% 

(McLachlan, 2022). Seeing these data, it is expected that online monetization will continue 

increasing online by a surge in online users, transactions, and exchanges of goods and services 

(Fuchs, 2014). As platform Instagram is most relevant within this study, the next section purely 

focuses on Instagram and its artifacts.  

 

Instagram Artifacts and Communities 

Instagram, created in 2010, is one of the most visual social media platforms available (Leaver 

et al., 2020: 1; Bahtar & Muda, 2016: 338). Instagram gives millions of people the opportunity 

to experiment with creative photography and videography by simply using their phone and 

some Instagram filters to create a professional look (Leaver et all, 2020: 1). It became part of a 

new phase in which terms as ‘participatory culture’ and ‘user-generated content’ became even 

more visually-oriented.  

  The term ‘user-generated content’ derives from regular people who voluntarily 

contribute information, data or media that appears on internet, social media or in any other form 

(Krumm et al. 2008: 10). Think about videos, social media posts, blogs and reviews (Krumm 

et al, 2008: 10). They participate actively in online traffic by contributing to discussions and 

topics within communities by sharing facts, opinions and personal views (Krumm et al., 2008). 

  Online ‘user-generated content’ already exists for over eleven years (Hesmondhalgh, 

2010: 275) and became even more interesting with the rise of social media platforms as it gave 

brands the chance to gain online word-to-mouth visibility (Somerfield et al., 2018; Norr, 2020; 

Newberry, 2019). The study of Bahtar and Muda (2016) showed that ‘user-generated content’ 

shared through platforms like Instagram, has a greater influence on people’s consumption than 

business advertising as consumers turned away from common marketing or promotion practices 

(p.338). Users perceive ‘user-generated content’ as more credible (Bahtar & Muda, 2016: 338). 

From this perspective, ‘user-generated content’ is specifically interesting for businesses.  

Users creating ‘user-generated content’ on Instagram actively participate within 

Instagram communities. The ‘Instagram community’ can be broadly seen here. It is generally 
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defined as a collection of people who have chosen to download Instagram and register on the 

platform as a user (Leaver et al., 2020: 25). Within Instagram there are several communities 

and cultures (Leaver et al., 2020: 121). ‘Influencers’ are a dominant culture on Instagram. It is 

a culture that includes photographers, artists, users willing to raise social awareness and 

businesses who have come to develop their own brand and distinctive markers on Instagram, 

like specific hashtags or a signature by using specific filters (Leaver et al., 2020: 121).  

Instagram allows online participation within the Instagram community by making 

certain Instagram functionalities, or ‘artifacts’ available, such as ‘comments’, ‘likes’, ‘Direct 

Messages’ and the ‘follow button’. Active users became so important for platforms like 

Instagram, that they started to have an impact on the improvement and development of 

technology as well (Clarke, 2020). This means that Instagram as technology did not determine 

anymore which innovations were needed, but those innovations were determined by Instagram 

users (Serafinelli, 2018: 60). Instagram even changed it functionalities to satisfy the needs of 

the users even more (Serafinelli, 2018: 60). A good example is the introduction of the function 

‘Reels’ which was developed by Instagram to compete with TikTok (Southerm, 2020). In this 

way, users did not have to switch from platform to further exercise their creativity. They could 

do that while staying on Instagram.  

As mentioned here and stated before, Instagram allows sharing creative videos and 

photos through Instagram posts, videos, Reels, IGTV’s and stories. However, this solely shows 

a one-way interaction: an Instagram user sharing information with their followers. Instagram 

created other artifacts that allowed a two-way interaction by fostering communication, building 

a connection with other people and apply social rewards (Maclean et al., 2020: 242). These 

artifacts are called ‘likes’, which are in the shape of a heart; ‘comments’ which can be placed 

right under the photo to react on what someone wrote or to tag someone who might find it 

interesting content as well; ‘share’, which is a button that allows for sharing the content with a 

specific person in Direct Messages (DM) or in your stories to share it with your own personal 

community. The community within these cultures and groups are self-contained and try to 

connect with the community by expressing themselves through ‘likes’ and ‘comments’ (Leaver 

et al., 2020: 121; Kim et al., 2021). ‘Likes’ and ‘comments’ create engagement, which, from a 

strategic communication perspective, indicates users’ behavioral engagement in their online 

communities (Kim et al., 2021: 178).  

  Especially the gained number of ‘likes’ and ‘comments’ can positively influence well-

being within a community (Maclean et al., 2020: 243). This is also confirmed by Canady (2018) 

who states that social media platforms like Instagram contribute to a sense of well-being 
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through the existing community, which is about relationships, hope and feeling connected (p.4). 

Cicognani et al. (2007) adds here that well-being increases when being able to participate in 

online social communities by feeling part of a group, feeling involved in conversations and 

feeling relevant. This feeling of support and connection led to an increase in involved emotions 

and intimacy with people online (Chayko, 2008: 43). Participation in communities often gives 

people a positive emotional “rush” (Chayko, 2008: 43). Not only do they experience positive 

emotions and intimacy with new people, but they also learn from each other and can be of real 

support in difficult periods of time3 (Kear, 2010: 55; Studer, 2020). Experiencing positive 

emotions through intimacy, support and help through other, like-minded people leads to more 

positivity and feelings of happiness, which eventually contributes to a higher sense of well-

being (Symon et al., 2012: 4). 

However, not all scholars agree with the idea that social media such as Instagram 

promote well-being. Turkle (2005; 2017) states that the increase of technologies and artifacts 

on social media platforms like Instagram damages our ideas of the “self”. Our ‘machine culture’ 

turns into the ‘culture of narcissism’ in which we are insecure in our understanding of ourselves 

and this insecurity leads to new questions about who we are (Turkle, 2005: 279). Allcot et al. 

(2019) agree with Turkle and also observe negative correlations between the intensive social 

media use and both mental-health and well-being (p.2). Depression and suicide appear to have 

risen sharply (Allcot et al., 2019: 2). This is due to the fact that online photo and video viewing 

has been associated with triggering a negative self-image and social comparison by seeing the 

likes, comments and, also, followers of someone else (Maclean et al., 2020: 243). Therefore, 

Instagram decided to change this social reward system as it also led to declined senses of well-

being for its users. They started removing the number of likes and comments to users viewing 

photos, while retaining the access for the sharers (Maclean et al., 2020: 243).  

Robinson et al. (2016) still saw positive potential in these artifacts. They state that the 

growth of Instagram and its artifacts can be a potential tool for preventing and/or treating 

depression (Robinson et al., 2016: 104). Their study showed that Instagram definitely has a 

positive effect on preventing suicide by reaching large of otherwise hard-to-engage individuals, 

by giving them the opportunity to share their user-generated-content to communities and 

platforms and to connect with unknown people who experience the same problems (Robinson 

et al., 2016: 117). Thus, social media may lead to an increase in suicide and/or depression 

 
3 An example here is the Covid-19 period in which anxiety, depression and the feeling of loneliness is higher than ever before 
(Trougakos et al, 2020; Symon et al., 2012). The Covid-19 pandemic had, and still has, a huge impact on most individuals 
(Trougakos et al., 2020). Being stuck at home, made people feel lonely and depressed (Trougakos et al., 2020; Symon et al., 
2012). Social media with its existing communities has been of great support during the pandemic (Whiting & Williams, 2013; 
PERC, 2020). 
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(Allcot et al., 2019), but can be directly linked to the solution of preventing the actual increase 

of these two negative problems. The platforms may lead to support and a slowly increasing 

sense of well-being by anonymously sharing personal thoughts over a platform and finding 

other individuals who experience the same problems (Robinson et al., 2016). In this way, a 

negative problem may turn into a positive solution by being able to help and support each other 

(Cicognani et al., 2007; Robinson et al., 2016).  

The previous paragraph shows precisely the dynamic of the ‘outside in, inside out’ 

approach. The positive intention and effect the social rewards system of Instagram had on its 

users’ sense of well-being in the beginning of Instagram (outside in), turned into a negative 

effect after a while. However, as Robinson et al (2016) describes, it could be prevented if we 

start sharing content from ‘inside out’ to help others and support each other. In this sense, 

numbers like comments, followers and likes do not matter anymore. It will deal with truthful 

and honest personal connections to inspire, connect and help each other. This is exactly what 

the ‘inside out’ approach is all about. As I have been able to experience this special dynamic 

on Instagram very strongly myself, I have come to realize how important the 'inside out' 

approach is in relation to my personal sense of well-being. I would like to illustrate and 

emphasize the importance of this dynamic within this study. By analyzing the obtained data on 

the basis of this literature, I hope to reveal the importance of well-being and authenticity through 

and on Instagram. Understanding and creating a clear picture of well-being is important in this 

regard. That is why the next section deals with the concept of ‘well-being’. 

 

2.2 Well-Being: a connection to Instagram 

Well-being can be defined as the state of being happy, healthy or comfortable (Mental Health 

Foundation, 2016). Aristotle described and prescribed that true well-being is the ultimate end 

or goal of all our actions with happiness as driving force (Bernstein, 1998: 39). Aristotle 

described happiness as the supreme good, motivating and inspiring all human actions, crafts 

and intellectual investigations (Costache et al., 2017: 6). The happy life is regarded as an in end 

itself and represents the supreme psychological good for its receiver (Costache et al., 2017: 6). 

The aim is to live the good life and that is what we are constantly working towards (Bernstein, 

1998). However, the substantive issue is to discover what we need to achieve that goal 

(Bernstein, 1998).  

  Scholars suggest that how poorly or well someone is doing is not solely a matter of how 

that person is feeling on the inside (Bernstein, 1998; Costache et al., 2017). Well-being is 

influenced by all kinds of small different pieces that lead to that ultimate feeling of happiness 
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(Bernstein, 1998; Helliwell & Barrington-Leigh, 2010). It is influenced by many personal 

elements, such as what transpires in an individual’s inner life, including the amount of 

happiness, self-esteem, life satisfaction, and subjective wellness (Migdal & MacDonald, 2013: 

274) and the quality of external factors, like the material standard of living, economical risks, 

education and social relations (Bernstein, 1998: 41; Van Beuningen & Kloosterman, 2011). 

Well-being is intangible and is, similar to emotions and happiness, difficult to study (Ellis, 

1991).  

  Well-being in relation to social media has been studied in multiple ways (Brooks, 2015; 

Allcott et al., 2019; Chen et al., 2016; Guillaume et al., 2019; Walton & Cohen, 2007; Clarke, 

2020; Kusuma & Yuniardi, 2019; Zhan et al., 2016). Social media platforms can be seen as 

both an obstacle as opportunity to experiencing well-being. Social media’s opportunities of 

connecting to a community can support feelings of well-being. At the same time, scholars such 

as Wood et al. (2017) argue that the abundant available knowledge and information on social 

media leads to an increase in stress in relation to making choices and therefore, instead of 

experiencing a high sense of well-being, leads to a decrease in well-being. Zhan et al. (2016) 

argue for a different perspective. They argue that social media use reduces stress and depression 

by enhancing social support through other users. This induces a positive effect and an increased 

feeling of well-being (Symon et al., 2012: 349; Zhan et al., 2016). This is mainly due to ‘social 

participation’ through online communities on platforms like Instagram. 

Cicognani et al. (2008) define social participation as “a process in which individuals 

take part in decision making in environments that affect them” (p.98). This process takes place 

within a community context, where individuals engage in online social activities in many 

informal and formal networks (Cicognani et al., 2008: 98). Wandersman and Florin (2000) 

confirm this increase in well-being. They state that contributions given to the community 

through participation imply an endeavor for life and are symbolic for individual’s well-being 

(Wandersman & Florin, 2000). Being able to social participate involves increasing of personal 

identity and offers chances for self-realization (Gamson, 1992).  

Social participation through online communities on Instagram seems to be most 

important when considering well-being (Wandersman & Florin, 2000; Zahn et al., 2017; 

Canady, 2018). This is also shown by the study of Symon et al. (2012) whom conducted a study 

using questionnaires and interventions to gain an understanding on how an increased state of 

well-being affects feelings like anxiety and depression (Symon et al., 2012). Their study 

showed that 40% of all the participants experienced a reduced feeling of depression and anxiety 
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as soon as they started focusing more on connecting with communities and participate online 

(Symon et al., 2012).  

However, the experienced importance of ‘likes’, ‘comments’ and ‘followers’ also seem 

to contribute to a decrease in well-being, because Instagram users started to compare 

themselves to others (Maclean et al., 2020). Besides, having a community raises a feeling of 

obligation; a feeling of needing to be presented on Instagram as often as possible (Kim et al., 

2021). This obligation works in several directions. Firstly, a feeling of obligation arises when 

you are a relevant figure within the community, think about influencers (Leaver et al., 2020). 

When one is seen as relevant participant on Instagram, it might give a feeling of ‘being 

expected’ to participate and be presented online. In case of a brand or influencer, their 

communities expect them to be online through new posts, videos or stories, for example (Kim 

et al., 2021; Koay et al., 2021).  

Another form of obligation arises when considering the Instagram algorithm that has 

been created to support and shape social participation in ways that are specific to the 

architecture of Instagram (Kim et al., 2021: 24; Bucher, 2018). However, it delivers a form of 

pressure and obligation by the way it is shaped (Bucher, 2018; Clarke, 2020). Clarke (2020) 

argues that posting every day impacts the users’ engagement rate positively, since the algorithm 

favors users who post more consistently. However, creating qualitative content takes a lot of 

time, as I experienced myself when I operated as micro-influencer on Instagram. Posting every 

single day asks a lot of effort, which is not feasible for everybody. Bucher (2018) argues you 

either play with or play against the algorithm. However, playing against or not fully meeting 

the requirements has consequences for your performance on the platform. It damages the 

engagement rate, which directly affects your number of views, likes, comments and followers 

(Bucher, 2018: Clarke, 2020). The algorithm determining the way someone performs on 

Instagram causes even more stress and a feeling of obligation to post something.  

As described in the previous section on Instagram artifacts; Instagram also realized that 

some artifacts did not have a positive influence on the users’ mental health (Allcot et al., 2019: 

2; Maclean et al., 2020: 243). They therefore decided to make the number of likes and 

comments invisible for the content consumers. This does not apply to the algorithm, which is 

still very much present and hardly changes in impact (Bucher, 2018). Yet more and more users 

strive to devise with strategies to outsmart the algorithm (Barnhart, 2021). 

Relevant to this thesis are recent studies about well-being and Instagram that draw 

attention to social media in relation to inner being, mindset, mental health and spirituality 

(Clarke, 2020; Rautela & Sharma, 2019; Hasanshahi & Amidi Mazaheri, 2016; Maclean et al., 
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2020). This progression is not solely happening within academic studies, but also on the 

Instagram platform itself. Instagram users are increasingly interested in topics related to 

personal growth, happiness and well-being (Clarke, 2020). This can also be seen in the figures 

from Statista.com (2021) with ‘happiness’ as the second fastest rising topic. Within the 

Netherlands, we have many inspiring influencers who solely focus on these topics to help other 

people grow and become more mindful. My personal inspiration who is also a determining 

factor within this thesis is Sanny Verhoeven, also known as SannyZoektGeluk.  

What is interesting is that the ideas of specific authors as Eckhart Tolle, Brené Brown, 

Rhonda Byrne and Byron Katie who focus on topics related to psychology and personal 

spirituality constantly recur in “happiness” communities on Instagram. This indicates that 

specific interpretations of what it means to foster happiness and well-being are prolifically 

shared on this platform. Despite the fact that all these authors are not academics, I would like 

to mention them and highlight some of what I believe to be relevant topics in this study. The 

first topic I want to address is the primary subject within all literature written by Eckhart Tolle 

(2017). He discusses the power of the ‘inner critic’ as a constant restriction on our sense of 

happiness and well-being (Tolle, 2017). It is something that arises because an individual 

unconsciously identifies his- or herself with their thoughts and mind (Tolle, 2017). According 

to Townrend (2008) the inner critic is the voice of convention, tradition and structure. The inner 

critic is something we cannot live without; however, it gained more power with the evolution 

in a negative sense (Bradshaw, 2016). It affects our sense of well-being negatively in an (often) 

unconscious manner (Tolle, 2017). In this thesis, I examine how the “inner critic” seems to play 

a role in how I myself, as well as my interviewees, experience well-being while using 

Instagram. 

This negative effect partly or fully caused by the ‘inner critic’ creates an interesting 

connection to Instagram as it has been criticized for making people feel more disconnected and 

focused on themselves (Turkle, 2005; 2007). This is due to the fact that the algorithm and 

raising expectations of the community turned into an obligation (Bucher, 2018; Kim et al., 

2021; Leaver et al., 2020). Even when being in social environments devices are being used to 

keep other (online) friends posted and updated (Turkle, 2017). 

Instagram is a suitable platform for “happiness” communities (De Paola et al., 2020) to 

discuss the ideas of the authors mentioned above. This is because the ideas of Eckhart Tolle, 

Brené Brown, Rhonda Byrne and Byron Katie are complex and Instagram offers particular 

ways to explain complex ideas visually (De Paola et al., 2020). In addition, Instagram is an 

accessible platform when it comes to communication with followers. If followers have 
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questions after reading and seeing the content, they can connect directly via Direct Message or 

via the Comments (Maclean et al., 2020). These “happiness” communities therefore often 

enable personal growth.  

With this in mind, the inner critic is definitely a concept to consider when discussing 

well-being in relation to Instagram as well as in relation to entrepreneurship. Also, considering 

the effect of Instagram artifacts as mentioned within the previous section. Within this study, I 

will investigate whether the inner critic is actually experienced by the participants in relation to 

Instagram and authentic entrepreneurship and how this inner critic influences well-being. 

Considering well-being as relevant concept within this thesis, ‘authenticity’, as 

discussed by Brené Brown (2022) becomes important to address as well. This is due to the fact 

that authenticity is an extension of well-being and has a significant effect on well-being (Lim 

et al., 2015: 132). Therefore, this concept is explained in separate subsections. 

 

2.3 Entrepreneurship in connection to well-being and authenticity 

Entrepreneurs can be defined as self-employed individual business owners (Samuel & Joe, 

2016: 639). In addition, entrepreneurship can be defined as an activity in which the entrepreneur 

identifies, evaluates and exploits opportunities to eventually introduce new goods and services, 

markets, ways of organizing and processes that previously have not existed (Samual & Joe, 

2016: 639). Hesmondhalgh (2019) adds that entrepreneurs are increasingly seen as the main 

force bringing innovation, creativity and dynamism to modern societies and economies (p.181). 

Entrepreneurship is a broad concept used in many different areas of interest. For this study the 

main focus lies on ‘social media entrepreneurship’, meaning that the form of entrepreneurship 

discussed within this study is mainly run through social media platforms, with a specific focus 

on platform Instagram (Olanrewaju et al., 2020). As stated by Olanrewaju et al. (2020) social 

media became relevant for entrepreneurs, with Instagram as leading platform, since they use 

these platforms to manage their business activities like marketing, which is one of the most 

common reasons for actively participating on social media as an entrepreneur (p.90).  
Empirical evidence produced by economic scholars and entrepreneurships indicates that 

entrepreneurship should not only be understood as a profit-seeking activity, but that it is also 

interesting and important to look at the source of this profit-seeking activity: the individual 

entrepreneur (Shir, 2015). It is interesting and relevant to increase focus on the individual 

behind the company to see what drives people in entrepreneurship and what makes them persist 

in continuous entrepreneurship (Shir, 2015). Well-being is directly involved here, because a 

profit-seeking entrepreneurship deals with (often) one managing individual who is directly 
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involved with the company (Shir, 2015). The connection with well-being can be distinguished 

in two ways. On the one hand, the feeling of the accountable individual has a direct effect on 

the entrepreneurial processes (Stephan, 2018; Martin & Wilson, 2017). If the entrepreneur feels 

positive, creativity is encouraged, however if the individual experiences a lack of energy or 

well-being problems arise, which prevents creativity from flowing and thus slows down 

entrepreneurial processes. On the other hand, this also works the other way around. If things go 

well with the company or if things go wrong and it turns out to be a loss, the entrepreneur is 

directly affected by this, partly because the entrepreneur is fully liable and runs a financial risk 

(Gorgievski & Stephan, 2016). Therefore, Gorgievski and Stephan (2016) add to the previous 

mentioned definitions of entrepreneurship that it is “an occupational choice of individuals to 

work for themselves on their own account and risk”.  

Johannisson (2009) calls entrepreneurship both art and science. Entrepreneurship can 

be considered as a field of practice in which entrepreneurs are guided by their habits, feelings 

and intuition (Johannisson, 2009). Gielnik et al. (2020) draw attention to the psychological 

aspects of entrepreneurship in order to gain a deeper understanding of the effect of well-being 

entrepreneurial processes. This helps theorize the field of entrepreneurship on psychological 

basis instead of solely using corporate models, theories and strategies (Gielnik et al., 2020: 1). 

It also offers the opportunity to further examine passion, vocation, emotions, feelings and 

intuition to understand how these concepts contribute to the subject of entrepreneurship 

(Johannisson, 2009; Gielnik et al., 2021; Brouwers & Witschge, 2019; Brouwers, 2017). These 

five topics influence a persons’ sense of well-being (Symon et al., 2012: 4; La Pira, 2010). 

‘Well-being’ is a highly relevant concept to pay special attention to when studying the relevance 

of ‘the personal’ in entrepreneurship (Shir, 2015). Mainly, because when the individual behind 

the business has a positive feeling and a high sense of well-being, entrepreneurial processes are 

easier created due to the fact that creativity is able to flow (Shir, 2015; Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 

2011). ‘The personal’ is also relevant when discussing the entrepreneurs’ online behavior, since 

being authentic and attracting potential customers is a key element (Clarke, 2020). Being an 

entrepreneur is categorized as one of the most stressful jobs existing, due to long working hours 

and an average earning that is often lower than working as a normal employee (Brouwers & 

Witschge, 2019; Stephan, 2018: 290).  

The pressure and obligations of social media platforms like Instagram do not make it 

any easier for entrepreneurs (Kim et al., 2021; Koay et al., 2021). As explained earlier, 

entrepreneurs feel the constant pressure of their online community to be present all the time 

(Kim et al., 2021; Koay et al., 2021). This makes it even more difficult in combination with 
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running a business (Kim et al., 2021). However, entrepreneurs do indicate as a constant 

recurring theme that they are extremely happy with what they do (Stephan, 2018: 290). This is 

because they have managed to turn their passion into their work.  

Mental health and well-being are traditionally studied in psychology and public health, 

but have recently become more important to the field of entrepreneurship and social media as 

well (Stephan, 2018: 290; Shir, 2015; Kim et al., 2021; Koay et al., 2021; Clarke, 2020). As 

Stephan (2018) further explains, mental health and well-being are essential to effective human 

functioning (Ryan & Deci, 2001). The same goes for entrepreneurs; happy and satisfied 

entrepreneurs tend to perform better, have a more intense connection with their intuition and 

have more successful creative processes (Stephan, 2018; Martin & Wilson, 2017). Research on 

mental health and well-being of entrepreneurs is critical to understand entrepreneurial 

motivation, decision making and action (Shepherd & Patzelt, 2015). This directly links to both 

user-focused theories within this study: uses and gratifications theory and self-determination 

theory. Both theories will be further discussed later on this theoretical framework.  
Another relevant concept in studying entrepreneurship that is connected to a high sense 

of well-being is intuition (La Pira, 2010). I mention this topic, one the hand, as this is also 

relevant in the way I operate on Instagram as an entrepreneur and, on the other hand, because 

this is for me the counterpart of the inner critic. Influential and successful entrepreneurs such 

as Oprah Winfrey and Bill Gates have underlined the importance of intuition within their work. 

Oprah states: “My business skills have come from being guided by my intuition” and also Bill 

Gates states: “As an entrepreneur you cannot ignore your intuition” (La Pira, 2010). I recognize 

their statements in my experiences as an entrepreneur. My intuition is my guidance throughout 

everything I engage in, especially when discussing online communication through my main 

platform Instagram. Entrepreneurs resorting to their intuitions conclude that most decisions 

related to determining marketability about some product or service, investments or sell-offs, for 

example, are all based on hunches or gut feeling (La Pira, 2010). According to Allinson et al. 

(2000) the nature and style of the successful entrepreneur will be more intuitive.  

Intuition can be defined as ‘to contemplate or look within’ (Zohar & Marshall, 2000). 

Intuition is, similar to well-being, intangible. It is something that can only be felt and is 

experienced differently per person (Hutson, 2019). The most common explanation is “the 

ability of an individual to access stored experiences and/or knowledge in their subconscious 

mind” (La Pira, 2010).  

Entrepreneurs also use their intuition whilst participating on Instagram. Especially 

within authentic entrepreneurship, a concept that will be further discussed in the next 
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subsection. This intuitive feeling is often guided by experience gained through Instagram by 

the algorithm, the community and the platform dynamics. Samier (2019) illustrates how 

creativity and intuition are strongly connected to each other. Intuition is mainly used to create 

new ideas, new content or other new goods or practices in which creativity is involved (Samier, 

2019). Connecting this information to platform Instagram shows that intuition is mainly used 

in two manners. One the one hand, intuition is used for the creation of content for Instagram 

that fits the beliefs, values and preferences of the entrepreneurship best (Lim et al., 2015: 133; 

Samier, 2019). On the other hand, intuition is used to determine how and when content is 

communicated through Instagram. This determination is estimated by previous practices 

through Instagram.  

The way entrepreneurs use their intuition to communicate the beliefs, preferences and 

values of the entrepreneurship to their (potential) customers has a direct connection to 

authenticity. As this thesis has a main focus on authentic entrepreneurship, the next subsection 

dives further into both authenticity and authentic entrepreneurship.  

 

Authenticity and Authentic Entrepreneurship 

Authenticity and well-being are connected. This is confirmed by Lim et al. (2015) who state 

that being authentic can have a significant effect on psychological well-being (p.132). Also 

here, the dynamics of the 'outside in, inside out' approach can be observed. The ‘outside in’ can 

be seen as Instagram users having the desire to maintain positive impressions and therefore feel 

the need to share authentic content with others in the community (Lim et al., 2015: 132). They 

are affected from the outside with the need to behave in a particular way that would please their 

community. However, the ‘inside out’ approach, which is also my main focus within my work 

as entrepreneur and my communication through Instagram platform, deals with operating from 

your inner authentic self. So, deciding on what feels right for you and operate from there instead 

of listening to what people might expect from you (Bradshaw, 2016). Haimson et al. (2021) 

summarize this ‘outside in, inside out’ approach perfectly by stating that “maintaining 

authenticity requires effort, as it is not solely internal, but also requires “allowing the outside 

world to obtain access to someone’s inner self”” (p. 423:2). 

  Authenticity is, similar to well-being and intuition intangible, highly subjective and 

defined differently per person (Haimson et al., 2021: 423:1). Within this study I use the 

definition of authenticity given by Brown (2022) combined with the definition of authenticity 

given by Lim et al. (2015). Brown (2022) defines authenticity as “the daily practice of letting 

go of who we think we are supposed to be and embracing who we are”. Bradshaw (2016) used 
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a similar definition, however she called it ‘true self’. Lim et al. (2015) add that authenticity 

emphasizes the importance of someone’s awareness of their personal beliefs, values and 

preferences on which their actions are based (Lim et al., 2015: 133). According to them, an 

individual feels most authentic when they act with a full sense of choice and self-expression 

and provides vulnerable and intimate details of their lives with others” (Lim et al., 2015: 133; 

Joseph, 2016).  

 However, being fully authentic on social media platforms like Instagram can be 

ambiguous due to the complex relationship between one’s virtual persona and true self 

(Haimson et al., 2021: 423:2). Rather than one’s “true self” identity being fixed, the virtual 

persona identity is flexible, changeable and highly dependent on virtual context (Marwick, 

2013). People tend to express their “true self” more within online settings, as they are able to 

stay anonymous (Haimson et al., 2021). According to Haimson et al. (2021) this ambiguity is 

connected to self-presentation and self-disclosure on social media platforms. Social media users 

often struggle with online self-presentation due to the fact that social media has partly 

constructed the concept of the self. This struggle occurs when users feel like their identities are 

marginalized, stigmatized or not easily shareable (Haimson et al., 2021). Boyd (2007) argued 

that all profiles on social media are performances where users give of certain impressions. This 

means that those who present a “fake” version of themselves are no less authentic than others 

(Boyd, 2007). For many users, it may therefore be difficult to share their values, preferences 

and personal beliefs as part of their virtual personas.  

  When discussing virtual personas and the way beliefs, preferences and values are 

shared, a direct connection can be made to ‘authentic entrepreneurship’. When the entrepreneur 

operates as a self-employed individual, his or her authentic self with their values, norms and 

personal beliefs becomes the driving force when being present online (Greyling, 2020; Haimson 

et al., 2021: 423:2).  

Online authenticity is closely linked to self-disclosure and self-presentation (Haimson 

et al., 2021: 423:3). For Instagram users, including entrepreneurs, the effect of feeling the 

constant need for popularity by the way they present themselves makes them feel alienated from 

their authentic self (Lim et al., 2015: 134). This is partly affected by the Instagram filters: a 

platform affordance that allows the user to change photos and can make them correspond with 

what users feel is expected of them (Kleemans et al., 2016). This is a form of ‘performed 

authenticity’ which can be defined as “a form of authenticity through which creators employ 

conscious and identifiable strategies to cultivate a local audience that mostly occupies very 

different socioeconomic, linguistic, and cultural positions from the creators themselves” 
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(Shtern et al., 2019: 1939). Especially as entrepreneur it can be challenging to stay fully 

authentic without also being performative. This is because the entrepreneur is also a brand (Iso-

Berg, 2015) that aims to monetize their content by obtaining new clients (Shtern et al., 2019; 

1939). It differs per entrepreneur to what extent they apply ‘performed authenticity’ or if they 

really try to be fully authentic without having a direct interest in any form of monetization. 

However, looking at entrepreneurship on Instagram, there is always a form of monetization 

behind it. Even though the content is completely authentic, without any marketing intentions, 

hashtags are almost always added to the content (Riquelme et al., 2018: 1127), which indirectly 

attracts new customers.  

Performed authenticity and authenticity can be connected to the ‘outside in, inside out’ 

approach. Here, ‘outside in’ deals with ‘performed authenticity’ in which the entrepreneur has 

an interest in content monetization and strategies. On the other hand, the ‘inside out’ deals with 

authenticity that comes from within, without having an interest in content monetization and 

strategies.  

Performed authenticity is one way of looking at Instagram filters. It is also possible that 

someone feels more authentic by representing themselves online using filters or photoshop. 

However, this creates a different discussion, because when is someone really authentic? For 

me, authenticity deals with the completeness and truthfulness of someone and that they can be 

happy with who they are. In contrast, when someone decides on applying a filter or using 

photoshop this does not mean that this “less” natural representation is not a representation. In 

other words, authenticity is also a construction in a way, including through social media.  

Authenticity is subjective. This fascinates me, which makes me all the more interested 

in understanding how this piece of authenticity is experienced by authentic entrepreneurs. 

Stated by Kleemans et al. (2016) and Lim et al. (2015) some Instagram users, including 

entrepreneurs do become so focused on what other people expect from them in terms of 

appearance or content that they adjust their own authenticity accordingly to the expected 

expectations.  

This expectation also applies to the Instagram algorithm (Bucher, 2018). The algorithm 

asks for a change in what feels right for the entrepreneur in order to meet certain requirements 

(Bucher, 2018; Bradshaw, 2016). A personal example here is the problem of posting Reels. A 

Reel is an Instagram artifact that allows you to post short, funny videos of 60 seconds 

(Southerm, 2020). However, when listening to my authentic self, I do not like to record any of 

these videos for my business, because it does not fit my personal norms, values and beliefs. 

However, if I want to gain lots of attention from the algorithm to achieve a higher engagement 



INSTAGRAM, WELL-BEING AND AUTHENTIC ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

29 

rate on my Instagram platform, I should at least post three Reels per week. There is a constant 

consideration in what to choose, whereby we quickly step away from our authentic selves 

(Bradshaw, 2016). Haimson et al. (2021) supplement here by stating that exhibiting 

inauthentically online may lead to a decrease in social connections with the community and a 

lower sense of well-being as a consequence (p. 423:4).  

 Within this study I want to shed a light on how authentic entrepreneurship not only 

increases the sense of well-being from the entrepreneur, but also how true authenticity effects 

the community positively. As mentioned within this subsection, there is a main focus on how 

entrepreneurs try to inspire and connect authentically with their community on Instagram. But 

what makes Instagram such a relevant platform to use when considering entrepreneurship? The 

next subsection dives further into this question.   

 

The role of Instagram within entrepreneurship 

Social media platforms, like Instagram often play a crucial role within entrepreneurship 

(Olanrewaju et al., 2019). In part, this is because platforms impact brand performances, brand 

and image building and brand revenue generation through its impact and relevance in marketing 

communication (Schjoedt et al., 2020). However, which platform is most efficient to invest in 

for the brand depends on its industry and target group. For many, mainly female entrepreneurs, 

this is often platform Instagram which fosters developing social communities, interact with 

them and connect with other entrepreneurs (Heizmann & Liu, 2022; Dewi, 2020; Priyaningrum 

et al., 2020). Instagram becomes effective for entrepreneurs by its openness and connectivity 

to identify and reaching out for expert advice, like gaining a connection with an experienced 

entrepreneur to obtain advice (Olanrewaju et al., 2019; Kuhn et al., 2011). This is crucial within 

the early stages of entrepreneurship to gain sufficient knowledge on how to set up and run a 

business. This is essential for survival (Olanrewaju et al., 2019).  

  Besides, it offers substantial potential for (start-up) entrepreneurs by offering limited 

resources to engage in market communication by building brand awareness with little budget 

(Schjoedt et al., 2020: 7). By using Instagram entrepreneurs are able to interact, cooperate, 

collaborate and participate within their communities or with other entrepreneurs that may lead 

to new innovations and co-creations (Bhimani et al., 2018; Dewi, 2020).  

However, the most important underlying reason for using Instagram within 

entrepreneurship is to use the platform for marketing purposes as a way making profit 

(Olanrewaju et al., 2019; Srnicek, 2017). Due to the volume of Instagram users, the potential 

reach and being able to target your audience by using advertising, the platform became 
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extremely relevant in attracting new clients (Schjoedt et al., 2020; Olanrewaju et al., 2019). 

Also, the amount of user-generated content available on Instagram, made it extremely 

interesting for entrepreneurs to be present on that platform, since users started to value user-

generated content more than content created by the brand itself (Bahtar & Muda, 2016: 338). It 

was a way to gain capital in an indirect manner (Hesmondhalgh, 2019; Bahtar & Muda, 2016: 

338). Based on my personal experience as entrepreneur and on the stories of many other 

entrepreneurs I connected with over Instagram, this platform is crucial to gain clients and grow 

as a business. By being authentic as entrepreneur on Instagram your potential customers 

(followers) do not only see your products or services, but also who you are as a person (Stephan, 

2018; Martin & Wilson, 2017; Clarke, 2020). This connects to personal branding in which the 

entrepreneur develops their identity by using their characters in business (Iso-Berg, 2015). 

These authentic entrepreneurs turn their perspective from external to internal as the individual 

becomes the brand by working at a high level of personal commitment and involvement (Iso-

Berg, 2015). Potential customers always make 95% of their purchasing decision unconsciously, 

based on emotions and feelings and 5% with their consciousness (Chierotti, 2021). Therefore, 

participating in community building by interacting with your followers is so extremely relevant 

as an entrepreneur (Kim et al., 2021). It eventually leads to more customers and an increase in 

capital (Jenkins, 2008b; Kim et al., 2021). 

 The way entrepreneurs behave on Instagram to gain customers, create a community and 

further build their personal branding is all based on certain decisions that lead to specific uses 

and practices. This results in an accomplishment with a positive feeling as a consequence. This 

is not solely for entrepreneurs, but also for individuals participating within Instagram 

communities to achieve an increased sense of well-being. As the research question focuses on 

how Instagram positively contributes to an individual’s sense of well-being, it is relevant to 

gain further in-depth understanding in the underlying motives and practices of individuals 

participating on Instagram. This will give further insight into how these motivations and 

practices lead to an increased sense of well-being. Therefore, the upcoming two subsections 

discuss the theories implemented in this study to acquire these insights: self-determination 

theory and uses and gratification theory. 

 
2.4 Understanding Instagram Use I: Uses and Gratification Theory 

To understand why social media platforms have been used and how they contribute to users’ 

life satisfaction, scholars conducted studies using uses and gratifications theory and self-

determination theory (Whiting & Williams, 2013: 362; Ang et al., 2015: 21). Both theories are 
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originally used in the field of psychology, since they focus on cognitive and affective needs 

(Communication Theory, 2018), but have recently also been used in media studies. Uses and 

gratifications theory was mainly developed and used to study and examine traditional media, 

like newspapers and television (Ko et al., 2015: 58; Quan-Haase & Young, 2010: 351). 

However, when the World Wide Web (WWW) was created scholars started raising new 

questions related to the online behavior of WWW users (Eighmey & McCord, 1998: 188). To 

answer such questions, they used uses and gratifications theory to focus on the question of the 

satisfaction’s users say they acquire from using a particular medium (Eighmey & McCord, 

1998: 188; Herzog, 1944). Lariscy et al. (2011) add here that uses and gratifications theory 

includes individuals who seek out media to fulfil their needs that leads to a feeling of 

satisfaction, that eventually increases well-being. These motivations and perceptions may give 

scholars and researchers insight into the factors that attract continuing users and audiences to a 

specific medium (Eighmey & McCord, 1998). It focuses on what people do with media to fulfil 

a specific need rather than the impact media has on the individual (Quan-Haase & Young, 2010: 

351; Eighmey & McCord, 1998: 188: Ko et al., 2005). Users are seen as active gratification 

seekers interacting with media instead of being passive recipients of media content (Eighmey 

& McCord, 1998: 188). Therefore, this theory also assumes that media users and individuals 

are goal-directed in their behavior, and are active media users (Katz et al., 1974; Ko et al., 2005: 

58). By seeing the audience as actively choosing and using media to fulfil specific needs, it 

becomes easier to examine how media contribute to obtaining a gratified feeling and a higher 

sense of well-being (Quan-Haase & Young, 2010: 351). 

Recent studies have applied this theory to social media (Quan-Haase & Young, 2010: 

351; Flanagin, 2005; Leung, 2001; Ko et al., 2015; 58). Whiting and Williams (2013) 

discovered ten uses and gratifications for social media including social interaction, relaxation, 

information seeking, entertainment and communicatory utility (Whiting & Williams, 2013; Ko 

et al., 2015).  

Another recent study using uses and gratifications theory was from Ko et al. (2015) who 

conducted a study using uses and gratifications theory with respect to the internet. They 

examined behavioral and psychological aspects of Internet users to identify and understand the 

underlying motivations of internet usage (Ko et al., 2015: 58). They concluded that the internet 

offers users new ways of communication (Ko et al., 2015: 58) which led to an increase in online 

friendships and life satisfaction (Ang et al., 2015). 

When combining all findings from scholars mentioned above, it can be said that the 

increased number of sources, platforms and sites available asks for a change in online behavior 
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to still be able to achieve a gratified feeling. This abundance of platforms and sources demands 

for an approach focusing on online behavior, combined with ideas about uses and gratifications 

theory and user-platform dynamics. In this thesis, I will use uses and gratifications theory to 

gain an understanding of what uses are applied on Instagram to achieve a gratified feeling and 

experience an increase in well-being. 

 

2.5 Understanding Instagram Use II: Self-Determination Theory 
To get a clear understanding of how computer-mediated communication, online friendships, 

community and life satisfaction are related to each other, Ang et al. (2015) used uses and 

gratification theory combined with self-determination theory (SDT). SDT dives further into 

understanding what self-motivations play a role in achieving a sense of satisfaction and well-

being (Ang et al., 2015: 21; Van Dierendonck, 2011: 686).  

 Martela (n.d.) from the center of Self-Determination Theory (CSDT) states “self-

determination theory is concerned with the other social and other conditions that facilitate or 

hinder human wellness, well-being and flourishing”. The way an individual experiences well-

being is supported by psychological needs in decision making and human behavior (Lyckx et 

al., 2019: 278; Martela, n.d.). These needs do not only stimulate well-being, but also translates 

themselves into motivated action that directly links to the with uses and gratifications theory 

(Bauer et al., 2018).   

Rogers (1961) specifically focuses on well-being by mentioning that individuals are 

better off when they follow their intuitive voice. This is also confirmed by Van Dierendonck 

(2011). He discusses the impact of spirituality on well-being and the influence of self-

determination within the inner aspects of an individual. Van Dierendonck (2011) states that 

spiritual well-being is a lifelong aim that is connected to the self, by following personal norms 

and values. 

 According to Bauer et al. (2018) this idea of following one’s inner values is clear in 

self-determination theory descriptions of directing one’s energy toward goals that serve their 

internal motives (p.83). Sheldon (2014) finds this process of organismic valuing similar to 

intuitive informative processing. It both relates to following your gut feeling about what 

decisions to make and what path to take, as long as that gut sense or intuition corresponds with 

a deeper, broader understanding of the self rather than egoistic impulses (Sheldon, 2014). Bauer 

et al. (2018) confirms when people experience a high sense of well-being, they indeed tend to 

determine their actions based on the intuitive or gut feeling (p.84). Therefore, spirituality 



INSTAGRAM, WELL-BEING AND AUTHENTIC ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

33 

through intuition or gut feeling, should definitely be considered when using self-determination 

theory (Van Dierendonck, 2011).  

According to Van Dierendonck (2011) an individual becomes self-determined by 

experiencing a sense of choice in regulating and initiating someone’s actions (p.686). This self-

determination distinguishes three relevant psychological needs: ‘competence’, ‘relatedness’ 

and ‘autonomy’ (Ryan & Deci, 2000). ‘Competence’ can be defined as “feeling effective in 

someone’s ongoing interactions with the social environment and experiencing opportunities to 

exercise and express someone’s capacities” (Ryan & Deci, 2004; Van Dierendonck, 2011). 

Besides, it is a felt sense of effectiveness and confidence in action. Here, the action can be 

directly related to uses and gratifications theory, since it discusses the action through specific 

uses that should lead to a feeling of gratification (Lyckx et al., 2019). Eventually, competence 

leads to more personal growth and self-respect with a higher sense of well-being as a result 

(Van Dierendonck, 2011).  

Secondly, ‘relatedness’ deals with having and maintaining high qualitative human 

relationships and is the second basic psychological need according to Ryan and Deci (2004). 

They state: “Relatedness refers to feeling connected to others, to caring for and being cared for 

by those others, to having a sense of belongingness both with other individuals and with one’s 

community” (Ryan and Deci, 2004: 7). This directly shows the relevance of studying platforms 

like Instagram. Instagram offers the opportunity to maintain human relationships and be part of 

an online community (Canady, 2018: 4).  

Finally, ‘autonomy’ is a key element within self-determination theory and refers to 

something that arises from someone’s original way of behaving created in complete freedom 

on the basis of their own control (Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2011). It means being authentically 

exposed in someone’s actions (Van Dierendonck, 2011). The life of an autonomous person is 

rooted in personal values, norms and needs and it gives an individual the responsibility to 

regulate and initiate one’s own actions for gratification (Van Dierendonck, 2011).  

Apart from the above three elements of characteristics of SDT, Deci and Ryan (2008) 

and Gagné and Deci (2005) also discuss different kinds of motivation in relation to self-

determination theory: controlled and autonomous motivation, as well as intrinsic and extrinsic 

motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2008: 14; Gagné & Deci, 2005: 333). Intrinsic motivation occurs 

when an activity in itself is interesting and spontaneously satisfying and gives people a positive 

feeling including increased well-being resulting from the activity itself (Deci & Ryan, 2008: 

15). Extrinsic motivation involves engaging in some sort of activity that leads to separate 

consequences (p.15). Overtime the primary differentiation of self-determination theory has 
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shifted to a focus on controlled and automated motivations (Deci & Ryan, 2008). Deci and 

Ryan (2008) define controlled motivation as “behaving with the experience of pressure and 

demand towards specific outcomes that comes from forces perceived to be external to the self” 

(p.14). On the other hand, they define autonomous motivation as “behaving with a full sense of 

volition and choice” (p.14). According to their study, autonomous motivation has the most 

advantages in terms of psychological well-being, health development and effective 

performance (Deci & Ryan, 2008: 21).  

Ang et al. (2015) used self-determination theory to represent someone’s motivations of 

universal acquisition of life satisfaction which is automatically responsive to the social context 

(p.21). The themes created from this thesis data analyses show different forms of motivations, 

as also stated by Ang et al. (2015). These motivations illustrate the underlying reasons for self-

determined decisions resulting in an increased sense of well-being. It provides insights into the 

way Instagram contributes to the emergence of these motivations and how decisions are made 

based on these underlying motivations. 

 

Theoretical approach: combining relevant concepts with both theories 

The research questions within this thesis ask for in-depth information about underlying 

motivations. To gain a better and more in-depth understanding on ‘why’ the individuals decide 

to choose specific forms of media to obtain a feeling of gratification and therefore a higher 

sense of well-being, it is necessary to gain a more detailed understanding of their motivations 

(Quan-Haase & Young, 2010: 352). For this reason, self-determination theory and uses and 

gratifications theory will be used for this study. By analyzing the motivations and 

considerations through self-determination theory combined with uses and gratifications theory, 

I will gain further inside in how and why an individual makes certain decisions and moves in 

particular directions to gain a feeling of gratification leading to a higher sense of well-being. 

These motivations will provide more insight into how using Instagram contributes to feelings 

of well-being.  

  When studying well-being, authenticity and entrepreneurship in relation to Instagram 

with literature mentioned within this theoretical framework, there is a gap in understanding how 

Instagram affects well-being and authenticity and how this experienced well-being is directly 

translated and implemented by authentic entrepreneurs through their own platforms on 

Instagram. I hope to illustrate and analyze the ’outside in, inside out’ approach clearer and 

further emphasize the importance of the ’inside out’ approach in relation to personal 

authenticity and well-being online and, automatically, in your physical world.  
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  This analysis will be created using autoethnography as main methodology. 

Autoethnography offers the opportunity to delve deeper into inner processes which are difficult 

to monitor while using questionnaires or interviews. I focus on how I self-determine my 

choices, how these choices are translated into uses and practices resulting into a positive feeling 

and increased well-being. On the other hand, this may also have the opposite effect, so that the 

outcome is a negative feeling resulting in negative well-being. This negative effect will also be 

discussed and considered in answering the research questions. 

To conclude, the main concepts within this study are well-being, social media with a 

specific focus on platform Instagram, authenticity and authentic entrepreneurship. The 

collected data will be approached through a lens of two theories, which are uses and 

gratifications theory and self-determination theory. The following chapter dives further into the 

methodology used to generate data to gain that deeper understanding in how Instagram is used 

to achieve that higher sense of well-being, how Instagram influences an individual’s 

authenticity and how it contributes to authentic entrepreneurship. 
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3. Methodology 
Previous conducted studies about Instagram, entrepreneurship and the effect on well-being 

using uses and gratifications theory and self-determination theory used surveys, surveys in 

combination with a few interviews or interviews exclusively (Brooks, 2015; Canady, 2018; 

Zhan et al., 2016; Ang et al., 2015; Whiting & Williams, 2013; Argo & Lowery, 2015; Quan-

Haase & Young, 2010; Valenzuela et al., 2019).  

  The outcomes of these studies showed both a positive and negative correlation between 

the use of Instagram and the impact on an individual’s sense of well-being. Surveys and 

interviews executed by Brooks (2015), Argo & Lowery (2015) and Valenzuela et al. (2019) 

showed that there was a decrease in happiness and well-being due to an increase of stress, 

depression and anxiety caused by low task performance, social comparison and envy among 

users and reflected sense of community and connectiveness. However, studies from Canady 

(2018), Ang et al. (2015), Zhan et al. (2016) and Quan-Haase & Young (2010b) showed a 

positive relation between Instagram usage by the individual (including entrepreneurs) and well-

being. They state that there is a direct link between online self-disclosure, online 

communication and psychological need satisfaction to connect in online friendships. Besides, 

they found a direct link between psychological need satisfaction in online connections like 

friendship and life satisfaction (Ang et al., 2015).  

  Within this study autoethnography will be applied to conduct further in-depth research 

about Instagram and its effect on the individual’s sense of well-being. The strength of the 

autoethnographic methodology is that it provides in-depth information about inner processes as 

the data is generated by one single person for a longer period of time. It provides insight in 

emotions, feelings and rational processes that lead to decision making and experiencing well-

being. Autoethnography in combination with in-depth interviews will contribute to these 

previous studies providing insights that help to grasp how well-being occurs when using 

Instagram and how it connects to authenticity.  

  There have been studies using the methodology autoethnography in combination with 

interviews to gain an understanding of how Instagram usage has an effect on society (Rudisill, 

2017; Guillaume et al., 2019). Both studies used grounded theory, that focuses on generating 

new ideas and theories by gathering research data (Seal et al., 2007: 80). This theory is different 

than uses and gratifications and self-determination theory (Rudisill, 2017; Guillaume et al., 

2019) and does not align with what I hope to find within this study. The focus in this study is 

on generating themes and subthemes emerging from previous mentioned literature in the 

theoretical framework combined with the retrieved data to answer the research questions. I have 
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decided to use thematic analysis in this thesis as I’m interested in understanding the underlying 

motivations and needs that lead to Instagram uses and practices resulting in an increased sense 

of well-being. Using the themes mentioned in the literature gives grip and structure on 

analyzing the observed motivations, needs and uses in the data. It shows whether the analyzed 

data corresponds to what has been found in the literature.  

  The main methodology within this study will be autoethnography on the basis of a kept 

diary with daily observations and a narrative written about past experiences (Ellis, 2004). Wall 

(2016) exemplifies that those past experiences formed into a narrative within an 

autoethnography could be used as a way of collecting data (p.152). In this case, the narrative is 

highly personalized and offers the opportunity to connect the personal to the cultural (Wall, 

2016: 152). The narrative about the past includes the story that led to my moment of insight 

and my experiences with Instagram afterwards. The reason for this decision is based on my 

experiences with Instagram right after what I refer to as my epiphany. Therefore, I found it 

important to include this, since it has affected my sense of well-being in every possible way 

within that period of time.  

Autoethnography is a form of qualitative research that enables scholars to collect 

contextual and autobiographical data to gain an understanding of societal context and a 

sociocultural meaning of the self (Chang & Boyd, 2011: 13; Wall, 2006). It is therefore a self-

focused and context-conscious method (Wambura Ngunjiri et al., 2010) that offers the 

possibility to be vulnerable through self-reflection and look inward for a deeper understanding 

(Ellis, 2004: 37). Autoethnography research focuses on artistic and analytic demonstrations of 

how we come to know, interpret and name personal and cultural experience (Adams et al., 2015: 

1). According to Chang (2007) autoethnography has multiple benefits. Firstly, this method is 

an excellent vehicle through which scholars enhance cultural understanding of the self and 

others (Chang, 2007: 214). Especially, this first benefit is interesting to help understand why 

autoethnography is such a relevant methodology in studying ‘well-being’. This is mainly 

because it deals with self-reflection, self-examination and self-understanding (Chang, 2007; 

2014; Ellis, 2004; Uotinen, 2013; Wall, 2006). It provides the opportunity to go deeper and 

analyze why certain choices were made, how it felt, what the motivations were and most 

importantly, how it contributed to that persons’ sense of well-being (Ellis, 2004: Chang, 2007). 

And secondly, it makes analyses and interpretations about the self and involving social 

phenomena feasible, which leads to different insights than other methodologies (Chang et al., 

2010; Ellis, 2004; Denzin, 2006).  
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Using autoethnography as a methodology has another benefit which is not only 

interesting for readers, but also the researcher who conducts, shares and reads the 

autoethnography (Chang, 2007). It is connected to context-consciousness of the methodology, 

which intends to connect the self with social, the self with others and the self with culture and 

context (Wambura Ngunjiri et al., 2010). This context-consciousness of the methodology often 

becomes (self-)transformative. Some researchers may become more self-reflective on a daily 

basis, evolve a desire to learn about ‘others of difference’, development of an inclusive 

community and others even experience healings from the emotional scars of the past (Chang, 

2007).  

 

Autoethnography and well-being 

Autoethnography also deals with well-being and emotions (Brouwers & Witschge, 2019; 

Chang & Boyd, 2011). Ellis (1991) further argues that autoethnography could be the perfect 

way of studying well-being, as many intuitive people consider it as the best way to study 

emotions (p.44). Autoethnography draws upon ethnographic fieldwork but is written and 

presented in a form of a self-narrative (Fletcher, 2011). It therefore invites to researcher to be 

vulnerable (Ellis, 2004). It is used in studies with personal, elusive topics such as creativity, 

intuition, psychology and mindfulness and has been used to study social media platforms, like 

Instagram (Meier, 2018; Cullen, 2020).  

  Sharing and reflecting on experiences of well-being requires openness and sensitivity. 

Therefore, it is important to be able to dive more into the psychological functioning of an 

individual that includes reflecting on emotions, thoughts and feelings (Ng & Fisher, 2013; 

Méndez, 2013). Also, ‘well-being’ is a feeling you do not experience once (Ng & Fisher, 2013). 

It emerges randomly multiple times and may be experienced differently every single time (Ng 

& Fisher, 2013). Therefore, a long-running, personal, in-depth observation is needed to get a 

clear idea about how well-being can be experienced and how Instagram affects this feeling.  

 

Autoethnography in relation to Instagram and entrepreneurship 

Within this study I will discuss Instagram as specific social media platform, since this is one of 

the most used platforms for individual users and businesses (LYFE Marketing, 2019). As I’m 

running a business based in the creative sector with social media as key element, I will be 

observing myself to gain a better understanding on how Instagram affects my life, my business 

and my personal growth and how it contributes to achieving a higher sense of well-being. By 

observing myself, I will also be able to discuss how well-being is affected within 
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entrepreneurship. It will give further inside into how these two concepts are connected with 

each other.  

Criticisms of autoethnography 

Autoethnography is often questioned and criticized in academic literature on its external 

validity and its generalizability, as the data is most of the time solely based on just one 

participant or person (Anderson, 2006; Chang, 2007; Brouwers, 2017; Wall, 2006: 155). 

Autoethnographic writings all begin with the researcher’s use of their subjective self. By using 

the self as a source, autoethnography has been criticized for being narcissistic, individualized, 

self-indulgent and introspective (Sparkes, 2000; Atkinson, 1997). The fact that 

autoethnography focuses on the biography of a directly involved individual rather than formally 

involving other participants is a concern for some. Wall (2006) states that this is because 

“personal experiences are placed on a pedestal and separate from other discourses in their 

context”. Atkinson (1997) adds the following: “the narratives seem to float in a social vacuum. 

The voices echo in an otherwise empty world. There is an extraordinary absence of social 

context, social action, and social interaction” (P.339). There is an anxiety to substitute the 

psychotherapeutic for a sociological view of life (Wall, 2006).  

  However, the anxiety of having one single personal narrative as a participant within 

a study fails to understand that no individual voice speaks separately from a societal framework 

of co-constructed meaning. According to Wall (2006) there is a direct and inextricable link 

between the personal and the culture. Therefore, culturally relevant personal experience, an 

intense motivation to know and detailed information are what strengthen and typify the 

autoethnographic methodology. The difference that needs to be considered is that one side 

believes that “objective” procedures and methods can be applied to determine the choices an 

individual makes, whereas the other side believes these choices are inextricably and ultimately 

tied to the values and subjectivities of an individual (Bochner, 2000). Sparkes (2000) further 

imposes that it makes no sense to prescribe traditional criteria in judging the value of any 

personal texts. It is suggested that generalizability and rigorous methodology are not necessarily 

that what should be attainted (Wall, 2006: 156).  

 

In-depth interviews 

Given the criticisms on autoethnography (Anderson, 2006; Chang, 2007; Brouwers, 2017; 

Wall, 2006: 155; Sparkes, 2000; Atkinson, 1997), this study will also be applying qualitative 

interviewing as a methodology to support or challenge the conclusions drawn from the 

autoethnography. Qualitative interviewing has become a key method in the humanities and 
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social sciences (Brinkmann, 2013). In this study, it serves as a way to understand how people 

experience well-being while using Instagram, using self-determination theory and uses and 

gratifications theory as a theoretical lens. by using uses and gratification and self-determination 

theories in relation to Instagram and well-being (Whiting & Williams, 2013: 365). Using 

interviews within this study gives the opportunity to understand certain self-determined 

decisions in relation to well-being through Instagram and entrepreneurship and further 

underpins how these decisions led to a feeling of satisfaction as described within uses and 

gratifications theory (Lariscy et al., 2011).  

 Apart from the fact that qualitative interviewing is relevant for the validity of the 

research, there is another reason why I wanted to apply qualitative interviewing. Although I am 

aware of the effects Instagram has had on my sense of well-being, I am also curious to 

understand how this has been experienced by others and what the similarities and differences 

are. To achieve as much in-depth information as possible, this study employed semi-structured 

interviews. This form of interviewing can be defined as “an interview with the purpose of 

obtaining descriptions of the life world of the interviewee in order to interpret the meaning of 

the described phenomena” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008: 3). The reason why I decided on semi-

structured interviews is because I like to get inspired during interviews and keep the interview 

as open as possible, so the interview becomes less rigid and all the information, feelings and 

thoughts are allowed to flow. In this way, I give the interviewee the freedom to just reveal 

everything that pops up in her mind based on experiences, emotions and thoughts. It gives 

access to knowledge that involves thoughts, beliefs, convictions, feelings, emotions or even 

intuitive guidance. For me it is important that an interviewee is able to connect with herself 

during an interview. Also, the interviewee has the full space to use her own creativity and 

provide me all relevant information based on what she heard or whatever she felt in her mind, 

gut feelings or emotions.  

 

3.1 Sampling procedure of in-depth interviews 
The in-depth semi-structured interviews were designed to gain further understanding in terms 

of uses and gratifications and self-determination affordances of Instagram and entrepreneurship 

in relation to well-being. The sampling strategy applied for the semi-structured qualitative 

interviews is a random sampling strategy in combination with a purposive sampling strategy, 

meaning that the researcher does not seek to sample research participants on a random basis, 

but to sample individuals on a strategic way to generate relevant outcomes (Bryman, 2016: 408; 

411). Seeing these both strategies combined, may cause some confusion, as they are 
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contradicted: the first strategy states that the sample has been created by random sampling, 

while the latter states that the sample has been created with a strategy in mind. I decided to 

mention both strategies. I used the purposive sampling strategy first, followed by the random 

sampling strategy. 

  To select a sample for the interviews I used my community on my business Instagram 

@the.authenticlabel that consist of 564 people. For my work as entrepreneur Instagram is most 

important. I use this platform to inspire my community, gain (new) customers, maintain contact 

with my former customers and obtain connections for my growing network. I’m sharing 

knowledge about authentic online marketing, branding photography and tips related to personal 

growth that can be combined with authentic entrepreneurship. Due to my active participation 

in and with my online community on Instagram I feel closely connected to them and understand 

their interests. This is also the reason why I decided to utilize my Instagram community for 

creating a sample for the in-depth interviews as I know that these people have an interest in 

Instagram and entrepreneurship as well. Besides, they feel attracted by what I share on 

Instagram, which are among others topics related to personal growth, authentic 

entrepreneurship and well-being. To gain relevant in-depth insights related to the connection 

between Instagram, entrepreneurship and well-being in addition to the autoethnography, the 

interviewees should have a connection with these subjects. It is especially relevant that they are 

able to be open to sharing. Being able to open up and critically reflect on themselves is crucial 

to be able to have a conversation about these topics. However, as mentioned before, not 

everybody is able to critically reflect on their inner experiences or processes. This is something 

that has been kept in mind when gathering the sample for the in-depth interviews.  

 When considering the interviews and their contribution to this study, it is important to 

gain understanding in how someone is affected by Instagram and how they, as Instagram users 

with a community, try to affect their followers’ well-being. Meaning that it is important for the 

interviewees to be participating on Instagram within a personally created community. They can 

be (micro-)influencers or entrepreneurs who are actively using Instagram for themselves, but 

also trying to influence or contribute to their community by sharing inspiring or informative 

content. This study deals with a very specific, vulnerable and in-depth topic related to 

Instagram, entrepreneurship and well-being. Therefore, being able to reflect on processes and 

have a clear idea about what well-being is and how it is influenced by media like Instagram, is 

important. As I desired to spend all valuable time available on in-depth interviews that acquired 

complete, rich, informative, sensitive and useful in-depth information in relation to Instagram 

to increase the validity and reliability of this research, I decided to apply the purposive sampling 
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strategy first to select the appropriate population that met the features relevant for this research. 

The first feature is actively participating on Instagram. The activity of an Instagram user can be 

seen by the number of posts, number of followers, being present on stories and the pace of 

replying to comments and Direct Messages. Secondly, having any form of interest in well-being 

or personal growth, which can often be distinguished within their biographies or within their 

posted content on their Instagram pages. Examples are coaches or any other entrepreneurs using 

the word ‘intuitive’, or active Instagram users that showed a connection with well-being, 

happiness or personal growth within posted content. Lastly, there is any form of connection 

towards entrepreneurship, meaning that they are entrepreneurs or on their way to becoming an 

entrepreneur.  

 The small population resulting from purposive sampling strategy consisted of 78 people. 

After applying the purposive sampling strategy, I applied the random sampling strategy, 

meaning that I randomly selected four people from this smaller population. I contacted these 

four women and all four agreed with excitement on having an in-depth interview about 

Instagram and entrepreneurship in relation with well-being. These four interviews lasted 

between one hour and one hour and 40 minutes and produced valuable information to help 

answer the research questions.  

 

3.2 Data collection and analysis 
This section discusses the data collection of both autoethnography and in-depth interviews and 

further clarifies the way all collected data has been analyzed.  

 

Data collection of autoethnography 

Within the autoethnography related to well-being through Instagram and entrepreneurship, I, 

as a researcher, become the object of this study. I critically observed and reflected on myself 

and my Instagram usage for three weeks on a daily basis answering questions related to 

Instagram, entrepreneurship and well-being. Examples of these questions could be: how did 

Instagram affect me today? Was it a positive or negative effect and how did this effect influence 

my sense of well-being? What does Instagram mean to me? How do I define ‘a sense of well-

being’? And when do I experience a sense of well-being when using Instagram? Here, I applied 

theoretical saturation (Lewis-Beck et al., 2004; Bryman, 2016; 411). This is the phase of 

qualitative data analysis in which the researcher has continued sampling and gathering data 

until no new data appear and all questions related to the study are answered (Lewis-Beck et al., 



INSTAGRAM, WELL-BEING AND AUTHENTIC ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

43 

2004). How I applied theoretical saturation in the autoethnography will be further illustrated in 

the next paragraphs.  

Before starting the autoethnography, I was thinking about observing myself for about 

six weeks to see what information would be achieved and if more weeks of observation were 

necessary. Apart from this I would write a narrative on my experiences with Instagram, how it 

affected my well-being so far and what it brought me. This narrative deals with everything that 

happened in the past four years, so from the moment of what I refer to as my epiphany to the 

moment of my daily observations. The writing of the narrative took eventually also three weeks. 

While critically writing the autoethnography with the specific link here towards my epiphany 

and the associated narrative, I came to the realization that most of the relevant and useful 

information for this study actually derives from my experiences in the summer of 2017. Within 

these years I was most active on Instagram and these years also influenced my well-being more 

often than in my current life in which I work as authentic online marketer and branding 

photographer. So, my past experiences form the back-drop to my current activities. They 

provide context to help me understand how I currently use Instagram in terms of well-being.  

As my history turned out to be more important than I expected, I started doubting if 

more daily observations would still be necessary. There was still some information that I wanted 

to enclose in this study, so I decided to conduct daily observations as well to see how Instagram 

and entrepreneurship were connected with and affected by well-being. I observed myself on a 

daily basis and critically reflected the experiences and events. I normally started writing in the 

evening after finishing the day and reflected on my experiences with Instagram as an 

entrepreneur. I went as in-depth as possible by describing my personal feelings and the way it 

affected my well-being. Sometimes, a day was “superficial” and there was not much 

information to be collected. After three weeks I saw recurring themes that did not add any new 

information to the data. I realized when describing my daily observations that I started to repeat 

certain events. An example here are the days that were too busy to use or be extremely active 

on Instagram. Specifically, when running your own business; sometimes days become so busy, 

that Instagram becomes less important. Your clients are most important. Therefore, the 

narrative is so important, as it really offers in-depth information about the experiences with 

Instagram. After constantly seeing the same themes appear, I decided to continue writing until 

the three weeks were completed and then finish the daily observations. That was the moment 

of theoretical saturation and an extra confirmation that my personal written narrative was most 

relevant in providing insights to how I experienced well-being while using Instagram, both 

professionally as well as personally.  
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The daily observations were beautiful confirmations and included extra information in 

relation to well-being and entrepreneurship. Since no new information was acquired, I decided 

to stop working on daily observations and focus even more on my prior personal story, to make 

sure it was as specific and detailed as possible. When I felt completely satisfied about the 

written narrative, the autoethnography part was completed. The writing of the autoethnography 

took eight weeks in total.  

 

Data collection of in-depth interviews 

After finishing the autoethnography, I started focusing on the four in-depth qualitative 

interviews. The reason why I conducted four interviews is to underpin or supplement the 

findings from the autoethnography. The four interviews included four women between the ages 

of 24 and 38 who are very active on Instagram as entrepreneur or as micro-influencer working 

towards creating an entrepreneurship and who are open to personal reflections. All four 

interviews were conducted in Dutch. Only the sentences with detected codes during thematic 

analysis were translated. Similar to the quotations that are shared within the analyzes chapters 

that are also translated by me.  

All four interviews were recorded using an audio recording application on a smartphone 

and transcribed in detail (Appendix 4 and 5). Since the interviews were completed in Dutch, 

also transcribing was performed in Dutch language. As I am considered fluent in both 

languages, this made it possible for me to analyze both texts: in English written 

autoethnography and in Dutch transcribed interviews, in the same critical way. I was able to 

extract the same similar codes from the texts and compare them with each other. The Dutch 

sentences that contained codes were eventually partly translated and placed in the coding 

scheme (Appendix 1.3). In this way the analysis could take place in the correct way, avoiding 

any misconceptions.  

 

Data analysis 

Thematic analysis was applied to analyze all collected data. Thematic analysis is a method for 

identifying, analyzing and interpreting patterns of themes within qualitative data (Clarke & 

Braun, 2016; Bryman, 2016a: 584). One of the reasons for choosing thematic analysis is the 

theoretical freedom. Thematic analysis provides a useful and flexible research tool, which 

produces a rich, detailed and complex amount of data (Braun & Clarke, 2006: 78). This form 

of analysis helped me discern recurring themes that shape answers to the questions within this 
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study. It substantiates and confirms specific convictions related to Instagram and 

entrepreneurship in combination with well-being.  

To conduct thematic analysis, all obtained data will be read first. After reading all data, 

the information would be read for a second time, so specific codes could be generated. 

According to Clarke and Braun (2016) codes are the smallest units of analysis that capture 

relevant and interesting information significant for answering the research questions. These 

codes are the building blocks for the themes that would be created after coding all the data. 

These themes provide a framework of organizing and eventually reporting the analytical 

observations (Clarke & Braun, 2016). While rereading the information for the second time, I 

already had some potential themes in mind that I remembered from reading the obtained data 

the first time. There were some recurring themes, like feelings and emotions, the motives for 

using some form of data, topics related to personal growth and topics that were related to the 

mind involving insecurities and convictions. With these potential themes in mind, I reread the 

data again and colored the codes that were related to each other and might become part of a 

theme or subtheme. The created themes are directly related to specific desires and needs, 

motivations and uses and practices that are fulfilled on or by using Instagram. In certain 

sentences words were named very specifically, such as: 

 

“Every single day I had the obligation to be online, be extremely active to 

 achieve a higher following and stay present in the Instagram algorithm.” 

(Appendix 2, p. 424) 

 

but in other sentences these words were not very clearly distinguishable, but you could see that 

the underlying definition came down to the same code. This can be clearly seen in the following 

example. 

 

“This affects my sense of well-being, since it makes me stress even more than 

 I already did before I realized I had to post something on Instagram again.” 

(Appendix 2, p. 433) 

 

The code for both examples is “obligation” while the term “obligation” is not even mentioned 

in the second example. This is an example of how I read the data: critically looking at words, 

but also the definition of specific pieces of sentences. Even though, some terms were not even 

specifically mentioned, the underlying definition was the same and was therefore linked to the 
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same code. All sentences in which a code was colored were placed in a coding scheme, followed 

by the code in question (Appendix 1.3). After completing the coding phase, all codes with the 

same color were grouped in a second coding scheme where eventually the theme would be 

linked, the subthemes would be named and the definition of the themes would be given. Here, 

six themes were distinguished: ‘the emotional’, ‘the rational’, ‘the spiritual’, ‘motivation’, 

‘acts’ and ‘platform affordances’. 

 

Theme 1: The Emotional 

The first theme is ‘the emotional’. The theme ‘the emotional’ includes everything that deals 

with some sort of emotion or feeling within an individual. Especially, when considering well-

being as most relevant concept within this study, ‘the emotional’ is important to include since 

emotions and feelings are the main forces to affect well-being. Besides, it is also the way well-

being can be experienced (Migdal & MacDonald, 2013: 274).  

  This theme also connects with self-determination and uses and gratification theory. It is 

the outcome of self-determined decisions translated into uses and practices resulting in an 

increase or decrease in well-being. It can actually be seen as the translation of ‘gratification’ in 

uses and gratifications theory. Were there positive or negative feelings and did these feelings 

positively or negatively impact well-being? This theme will provide the answer to related 

questions. This positive or negative feeling and positive or negative well-being directly form 

the four subthemes within this theme. Since this study is about well-being, there are also two 

subthemes that discuss well-being in particular: ‘positive well-being’ and ‘negative well-

being’, which are directly related to subthemes ‘positive feeling’ and ‘negative feeling’.  

 

Theme 2: The Rational 

The second theme is ‘the rational’. This theme includes all topics related to processes that 

happen within the mind of an individual. ‘The rational’ is an important element when 

considering well-being on and through Instagram. It includes how an individual responds to 

certain events in life. ‘The rational’ creates needs and desires and translates them into a 

motivation that ultimately forms the basis for the uses and practices applied to fulfil these 

desires and needs. ‘The rational’ is therefore closely linked to the theme ‘motivation’.  

  This theme is connected to self-determination theory and uses and gratifications theory 

by the way an individual is able to self-determine rationally what specific ‘uses’ and practices 

are needed to experience a gratified feeling and an increase in well-being. ‘The rational’ is a 
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powerful tool and gives the individual the opportunity to critically think about certain decisions 

on uses and practices.  

  Since there were many codes found for this theme, a few subthemes were created: 

‘personal growth’, ‘inner critic’ and ‘mindset’. ‘Personal growth’ is a concept that includes 

concepts related to growth in mindset and the way we develop and try to improve the person 

that we are. Secondly, the ‘inner critic’ that mainly focuses on how one judges oneself. It is a 

key concept when discussing well-being. The definitions with regard to the ‘inner critic’ given 

by Tolle (2017) link directly to the third subtheme, which is ‘mindset’. Cherry (2021b) defined 

‘mindset’ as “a set of beliefs that shape how you make sense of the world and yourself. It 

influences how you think, feel, and behave in any given situation”. This definition directly 

shows the connection with the other subthemes ‘personal growth’ and ‘inner critic’. Both 

subthemes have an influence on and are relevant in the way your ‘mindset’ is created and how 

this contributes or negatively influences an individual’s sense of well-being. The data analysis 

showed that Instagram contributes to all three subthemes within a specific and original way, 

which will be further clarified in Chapter 4.  

 

Theme 3: The Spiritual 

The third theme is ‘the spiritual’. The theme ‘the spiritual’ was created to specify the higher 

awareness, such as spirituality, mindfulness and intuition. Despite the fact that ‘spirituality’ 

within the academic world has mostly been defined as a concept related to religion and faith 

(Hasanshahi & Amidi Mazaheri, 2015), this theme gives a different definition. Within this 

theme ‘spirituality’ deals with the way people feel encouraged to do some introspection and 

find the true meaning of one’s existence (Rautela & Sharma, 2019). It helps individuals in their 

search towards peace and harmony within themselves and within life. The tools to achieve this 

‘spirituality’ have been identified as truth, courage, justice, high energy and imagination and 

contribute, among others, to the outcomes ‘awareness’, ‘authenticity’ and ‘intuition’; the three 

subthemes within this theme (Rautela & Sharma, 2019).  

  The first subtheme ‘awareness’, relates to the ability of being able to identify certain 

obstacles or barriers that impede an individual’s sense of well-being. When being aware of 

these obstacles, spiritual tools could be used to improve them and increase well-being. 

Secondly, ‘authenticity’ refers to the importance of someone’s awareness of their personal 

beliefs, values and preferences on which their actions are based (Lim et al., 2015: 133). As seen 

within this definition, there is a direct relationship with the subtheme ‘awareness’. These two 

subthemes combined results in the final subtheme ‘intuition’, which is sensing that occurs 
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outside conscious awareness and can be regarded to as paranormal phenomenon or as cognitive 

based extension of decision making (McCraty et al., 2004). These three themes could almost 

be seen as a roadmap. The first step is becoming ‘aware’ of inner obstacles. Secondly, by using 

spiritual tools ‘authenticity’ appears and finally results in a strong ‘intuition’. Inner growth 

eventually contributes to an increase in well-being (Van Dierendonck, 2011).  

  Within this study there is a focus on how self-determination and belonging uses of an 

individual lead to a feeling of satisfaction and an increase in well-being. This theme identifies 

both the inner guidance of self-determination resulting in the outcome of self-determination as 

desire or a certain need that can be translated into a motivation resulting in certain practices and 

uses. Similar to ‘the rational’, ‘the spiritual’ is therefore also closely linked to theme 

‘motivation’. Van Dierendonck (2011) focuses on the impact of spirituality on well-being and 

the influence of self-determination within the inner aspect of an individual. According to him, 

spirituality, like gut feeling or intuition signifies the inner attitude and values towards living 

life. This idea of following someone’s inner values is clear in self-determination theory 

descriptions of directing someone’s energy toward goals that serve their internal motives (Bauer 

et al., 2018: p.83). This shows that a theme like ‘the spiritual’ with belonging subthemes that 

influences someone’s self-determination and the way it is translated into specific practices, is 

important in understanding well-being and someone’s behavior on Instagram. 

 

Theme 4: Motivation 

The fourth theme is ‘motivation’. The theme ‘motivation’ was created to understand the 

considerations of an individual to act on something, with Instagram and entrepreneurship as 

most important topics. ‘Motivation’ deals with what people moves to act, develop and think 

(Deci & Ryan, 2008) and occurs by a broad array of desires, wants and fundamental needs that 

influences our choices and prompt our actions (Anderson & Caldwell, 2020: 1). It can be a 

reaction to something that needs to be changed or a desire that needs to be fulfilled. Therefore, 

as also stated before, this theme differs from ‘the rational’ and ‘the spiritual’, because 

‘motivation’ is an end product of one’s inner processes. ‘The rational’ or ‘the spiritual’ are prior 

processes that deal with rational or spiritual processes, like thinking of a shortcoming or 

becoming aware of a certain desire that has not been thought of before. This shortcoming or 

desire eventually turns into a ‘motivation’ that should resolve this shortcoming or need. 

 Considering self-determination theory and uses and gratifications theory, the theme 

‘motivation’ has an overlap with both theories. It is the outcome of self-determination theory 

and the beginning of uses and gratifications theory. This is because ‘motivation’ result in uses 
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and practices that should fulfil that shortcoming or need resulting in a gratified feeling and an 

increased well-being. ‘Motivation’ is thus different from ‘the rational’ and ‘the spiritual’ 

because ‘the rational’ or ‘the spiritual’ encompasses the entire self-determination process 

ultimately resulting in a ‘motivation’ that can be put into practice through uses and practices. 

  Theme ‘motivation’ can be directly linked to self-determination theory in which Deci 

and Ryan (2008) and Gagné and Deci (2005) distinguish four forms of motivations: 

autonomous and controlled motivation and intrinsic and extrinsic motivations. For this theme 

the following questions can be considered: why did I decide to join Instagram? In my role as 

entrepreneur, what is the motive for the way I connect with my followers? Or as consumer; how 

does Instagram contribute to my senses of well-being?   

  Since many forms of motivations were given throughout the data, a few subthemes were 

created, which are: ‘inspiration’, ‘connection’, ‘knowledge’ and ‘obligation’. ‘Inspiration’ 

appears when Instagram users are in need of getting inspired or feel the need to inspire others 

with their knowledge. This subtheme is a form of autonomous and intrinsic motivations, that 

deals with a full sense of willpower and is spontaneously satisfying (Deci & Ryan, 2008). 

  Secondly, ‘connection’ appears when an Instagram user feels the need to connect with 

others to expand their network or to feel less lonely for example. This subtheme also connects 

to autonomous motivation combined with intrinsic motivations, since this need to act is often 

inspired by a desire or a fundamental need (Anderson & Caldwell, 2020: 1; Deci & Ryan, 2008). 

However, this can vary per person of course.  

Thirdly, ‘knowledge’ appears when an Instagram user goes onto Instagram to gain 

knowledge about a specific topic or a user who is willing to share their knowledge about a 

specific topic. This form of motivation can be related to all four motivations mentioned by Deci 

and Ryan (2008). This can be fully autonomous and intrinsic by having a desire to gain 

knowledge on a specific topic, however, this can also be dealing with a form of obligation 

gained by third parties, like universities or an employer. In this case, it becomes controlled and 

extrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2008).  

Finally, ‘obligation’ appears when an Instagram user enters Instagram because they feel 

some sort of pressure that they have too. This form of motivation is defined by Deci and Ryan 

(2008) as controlled motivation combined with extrinsic motivation, which involves behavior 

by experiencing some form of demand and pressure towards a specific outcome that comes 

from external forces to the self to obtain a reward or to avoid punishment. This can be by the 

Instagram algorithm for example. (p.14; p.15). An example might be an entrepreneur who feels 

the obligation to go online and post something on Instagram due to the algorithm or due to their 
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community from which they feel some sort of pressure. This theme gives us further inside in 

what motives inspire Instagram users, including entrepreneurs to take actions and how these 

actions influence their sense of well-being.  

  

Theme 5: Acts 

The fifth theme is ‘acts’. The theme ‘acts’ was created to encompass all codes that included 

“doing something”, like practices or specific acts. It deals with practices that lead to a change 

in someone’s sense of well-being. In terms of uses and gratifications theory, this theme deals 

with the ‘uses’ that lead to that feeling of gratification or satisfaction. The ‘uses’ within uses 

and gratifications theory may be described as practices and actions as well. These “steps” could 

be taken to achieve that feeling of gratification, which, within this study, may be described as 

that increased sense of well-being. To create an example of ‘acts’ here: in the autoethnographic 

data I mention that I lost my job at Livera, which made me feel awful. It decreased my sense of 

well-being since the anxiety of not having enough income to pay my rent took over. However, 

as a result of this event, I decided to act on this situation and do something about it. I became a 

fulltime entrepreneur. The act here was ‘entrepreneurship’ and led to an increased sense of well-

being since starting my own business has always been a dream of mine. Here, a nice sequence 

of all the themes being connected with each other could be discovered (see Appendix 1.5 for 

the themes and the related colors): 

  

I lose my job at Livera; I feel sad about it. Anxiety takes over and my mind starts 

overthinking: what if I cannot pay my rent? I become aware of what just 

happened and try to step away from the emotions to see things clear. I decide to 

act on it and become a fulltime entrepreneur to finally follow my heart and earn 

my income by helping other people through Instagram. 

 

This sequence shows the interconnectedness of the themes and influence someone’s sense of 

well-being through multiple ways. For this theme three subthemes occurred, which are 

‘entrepreneurship’, ‘online practices’ and ‘personal change’. Firstly, ‘entrepreneurship’ which 

can be defined as a person who decided to create a small business of their passion. Running a 

small business often involves online activity on social media platforms, like Instagram, to gain 

reach and create a community to grow in sales. Secondly, ‘online practices’ involves all online 

activities an individual performs online. This may be on Instagram, but also blog writing on a 

website or reading academic articles on Google Scholar for example. It includes all the practices 
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that happen online. Finally, ‘personal change’ deals with the actions someone takes to make a 

personal change. An example here may be a person who is traumatized and decides to act on 

this problem by going on Instagram to find an inspirator that may help them solve this problem.   

 

Theme 6: Platform Affordances 

The sixth theme is ‘platform affordances’. The theme ‘platform affordances’ include artifacts 

enabled by platform Instagram. Platform affordances can be described as artifacts or properties 

that can be identified and used by platform users and encourage possible actions (Moreno & 

D'Angelo, 2019). The description of ‘platform affordances’ already reveals the way it connects 

to the theories used within this study; these properties can be used by Instagram users to self-

determine what uses could be applied to foster that feeling of satisfaction. However, comparing 

this theme with the theme ‘motivation’, the question remains if these platform affordances 

support autonomous and intrinsic motivation or if these platform affordances mainly lead to 

controlled and extrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2008). The answer to this question will be 

found within the fourth chapter.  

 In terms of uses and gratifications theory, this theme deals with the execution of certain 

uses and practices. The ‘platform affordances’ can be used to fulfil a specific need or desire and 

eventually produce a gratified feeling with an increased sense of well-being as a consequence. 

The affordances serve as intermediary tools to accomplish that desirable need. Within the data 

three intermediary tools could be found and translated into the subthemes: ‘community’, 

‘inspirators’ and ‘online content’. The first subtheme ‘community’ includes all activities 

executed within the Instagram community, including communication between users within the 

community. These activities could be self-determined motivated actions to accomplish personal 

aims or desires, which may improve their sense of well-being. The second subtheme is 

‘inspirators’, which defines Instagram users with an impact on others. The subtheme 

‘inspirators’ deals with all Instagram users who have the potential to influence other people. By 

spreading specific content, these ‘inspirators’ may influence someone’s actions or desires to 

achieve that ultimate sense of well-being. This immediately connects to the final subtheme, 

which is ‘online content’, another intermediary between self-determination in actions and a 

feeling of satisfaction. Within this study ‘online content’ includes all forms of content shared 

over Instagram. This can be through Reels, IGTV’s, posts and stories (Leaver et all, 2020: 1). 

It is a way of expressing yourself in all kinds of ways by putting self-determination into action. 

This may lead to all forms of motivations: inspiration, connection, knowledge and obligation 

and may eventually contribute to any form of growth.  
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  As stated before, this theme serves as intermediary between multiple themes and 

theories used within this study. They could be used as tools to fulfil that self-determined desire 

or aim. Therefore, to achieve a clear understanding in how Instagram positively contributes to 

an individual’s sense of well-being and how entrepreneurs apply these affordances to achieve 

authenticity within their online presence, it is relevant to gain further insight in the importance 

of these ‘platform affordances’. 

 

3.3 Validity and limitations 

Having the previous mentioned criticisms and refutations related to autoethnography in mind, 

validity can still more or less be defined for this study. According to the criticisms validity can 

be questioned, however this research is valid since it has a strong internal validity. According 

to Bryman (2016c: 384) this is specifically the case for digital ethnographical observations, 

since it allows the researcher to develop coherency between concepts and observation. The 

same goes for qualitative interviewing, since this form of research builds further on the digital 

ethnographical observations.  

External validity can be questioned here, since this research will only focus on a small 

sample size, due to the amount of time available for this research. The external validity and 

generalizability in autoethnography are described vastly different than in other social sciences 

(Brouwers, 2017). However, within this methodology the specifics and situated knowledge 

becomes important. It matters in what combination and in what exact situation a person is 

becoming connected with others and culture. Since the specifics become important, 

generalizability becomes less important (Brouwers, 2017; Wall, 2006). According to Brouwers 

(2017) researchers do not have to count for all it describes, meaning that the researcher does 

not have to justify what is observed every time to ensure validity, but it rather has to resonate 

with its readers. If they perceive it as believed data and information, it is valid in the 

autoethnographic sense. Thus, external validity in autoethnography tests value, not like-

mindedness (Brouwers, 2017). The insights gained through an autoethnographic study are 

intended to enlighten researchers through reflection and make them, ideally, profit through 

publication (Eschler, 2016).  

  There are two major limitations within this study that could be further addressed in 

future research. The first limitation is there are solely five participants included in this study 

whereof I, as researcher became the main observed object within this study. For further research 

more in-depth interviewees can be included to further underpin or refute the findings found 

within this study. This may eventually increase generalizability of this study.   
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4. Analysis of findings 
In this chapter I present my analysis of the data that I collected during my autoethnography and 

by means of semi-structured interviews. In Chapter 5 I will discuss and compare the findings 

of both methods. After comparing these findings, I will answer this thesis’ main research 

question: “In what ways does Instagram use contribute to an individual's sense of well-being 

and what does this imply about authentic online entrepreneurship that aims to support well-

being on Instagram?”. The Conclusion, then, provides a clear understanding of how Instagram 

contributes to an individual’s sense of well-being and how this is translated into authentic 

entrepreneurship.  

 

4.1 Analysis of Autoethnography 

A traumatic experience often provides insight as a by-product. This also happened to me after 

experiencing a personal trauma (Appendix 2). Within the autoethnography I illustrate how 

trauma led to my “epiphany”. It was the beginning of my own journey to finding myself. I 

realized that self-development was necessary to create boundaries and gain self-love and self-

esteem. This could prevent and protect me from experiencing a similar situation in the future.  

In this journey to finding myself, Instagram – and especially inspirator Sanny Verhoeven, also 

known as SannyZoektGeluk – played a key role. Both Instagram and inspirator 

SannyZoektGeluk formed the basis for my personal journey in finding well-being.   

 

4.1.1 Defining well-being 

My personal trauma became the start of my quest towards personal growth and well-being. 

When my journey for well-being started, I had absolutely no idea what I was looking for. I had 

only heard of the concept ‘well-being’, but at that time it was not possible for me to define it. 

As the Mental Health Foundation (2016) states that well-being is an intangible and complex 

concept, which is hard to measure and defined differently per person. Due to the fact that it was 

so intangible and abstract to me, I had no idea if I felt any form of well-being. The only thing I 

knew was that something needed to be changed. The analyzed data confirms this idea of “not 

knowing” and “not understanding” well-being. The theme ‘the emotional’ and its subthemes 

‘positive feelings’, ‘negative feelings’, ‘positive well-being’ and ‘negative well-being’ show a 

clear difference in the extent to which I experienced well-being in the period after my traumatic 

experience, outlined in Dear Dairy (Appendix 2), and how I experienced it during the Daily 

Observations (Appendix 2) collected in September 2021. 
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  Over the years, my sense of well-being has increased and has changed from a low sense 

of well-being with a lot of negative emotions involved, as illustrated in Dear Diary (Appendix 

2) to a high sense of well-being in Daily Observations (Appendix 2). The analyzed data show 

a clear difference between the two described periods: firstly, Dear Diary (Appendix 2), which 

is a narrative that deals with everything that has happened in the past four years, so from the 

moment of what I refer to as my “epiphany” to the moment of my daily observations, and 

secondly, Daily Observations (Appendix 2), which are collected data based on three weeks 

daily observing and critically reflecting on myself. In Dear Diary (Appendix 2) there are only 

two codes related to the subtheme ‘positive well-being’ that appeared during the start of my 

journey towards personal growth and well-being. In comparison to Daily Observations 

(Appendix 2), which has 36 codes related to the subtheme ‘positive well-being’ that display me 

as a changed person after a process of personal growth to achieve an increased sense of well-

being.  

This phenomenon is similar to ‘negative well-being’ in both periods. Within Dear Diary 

(Appendix 2) there is only one code related to the subtheme ‘negative well-being’, in 

comparison to Daily Observations (Appendix 2), which has 14 codes related to the subtheme 

‘negative well-being’. The differences in experiencing ‘positive well-being’ and ‘negative well-

being’ in Dear Diary (Appendix 2) in comparison to Daily Observations (Appendix 2) is 

therefore notable. In Dear Diary (Appendix 2) I only mention both subthemes three times and 

in Daily Observations (Appendix 2) I mention both subthemes 50 times. It illustrates an increase 

in my awareness regarding the concept ‘well-being’. This can also be explained by the fact that 

I was more aware of my own well-being during Daily Observations.  

 Most of what I have learned about well-being and happiness was obtained through 

Instagram and inspirator Sanny Verhoeven. This is interesting as it can be seen through the lens 

of self-determination theory. As soon as I realized that Instagram with the posts from inspirator 

Sanny Verhoeven could be a way to find information, gain answers and increase my sense of 

well-being, I decided through self-determination that I had to be more active on the platform to 

become part of Sanny her community and be more involved. For me it was a form of automated 

and intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2008), since this search for information and answers 

came from a personal desire that needed to be fulfilled. There was no obligation or any form of 

coercion from the outside. Therefore, it was completely self-determined translated into 

practices, which eventually led to more personal growth and a higher sense of well-being. 
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The definition 

Within the autoethnography I describe multiple situations in which I mention the concept of 

well-being and what it means to me. The following parts of the autoethnography are used to 

formulate my definition of ‘well-being’. 

 

“Happiness, joy and positivity lead to a higher sense of well-being. I want to 

share that feeling of well-being that I experience almost every day and see it 

reflected in my customers.” (Appendix 2, p. 347). 

 

“When talking about well-being and personal growth, it is all about feeling 

happy, thankful and fortunate without needing any distraction or stimuli. For me 

it is extremely relevant to spend some time offline. Especially, since I spend 

most of my weeks online for my business and my clients, I try to spend the 

weekend offline as much as possible. For me this is a way to connect with myself 

again and appreciate the physical world even more. This makes sure that I don’t 

forget about everything that I already have. This also contributes to my senses 

of well-being.” (Appendix 2, p. 439).  

 

These descriptions combined form a definition for the concept of well-being. ‘Well-being’ can 

be defined as “the state of experiencing a pure feeling of thankfulness and happiness by being 

fully okay with who you are, what you have and where you are”. The definition connects to the 

theme ‘the rational’ due to its relation to ‘personal growth’ and ‘mindset’, the theme ‘the 

spiritual’ due to its relation to the subtheme ‘authenticity’ and to the theme ‘the emotional’ with 

a direct relation to the subtheme ‘positive well-being’. This definition is similar to the definition 

given by the Mental Health Foundation (2016). They state that well-being can be defined as the 

state of being happy, healthy or comfortable (Mental Health Foundation, 2016). 

  The autoethnography also underpins the earlier described idea that true well-being is the 

ultimate goal of all our actions (Bernstein, 1998: 39). Aristotle described happiness as part of 

well-being as the supreme good, motivating and inspiring all human actions and intellectual 

investigations (Costache et al., 2017: 6). This resonates with feelings voiced in the 

autoethnography and shows a connection between the themes ‘motivation’ and ‘acts’. This is 

mainly because an increased sense of well-being is the end result of a fulfilled ‘motivation’ by 

performing certain ‘acts’ or practices.  
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  Well-being is also related to uses and gratifications. It is a feeling that results from a 

gratified or ungratified feeling. An example from the autoethnography further clarifies this 

connection. I narrate that the increasing pressure of my Instagram platform led to a depression. 

My extremely low sense of well-being created a form of awareness that turned into a need. The 

depression that arose from an accumulation of experiences combined with the pressure of 

Instagram was the ‘motivation’ for me.  By applying self-determination, I turned this motivation 

into specific acts and practices that led to a fulfilment of that desired need. These practices were 

finding psychological treatment and support and gaining ‘knowledge’ on Instagram by 

participating in the community of Sanny Verhoeven for a ‘personal change’. These acts and 

practices eventually led to a gratified feeling with an increased sense of well-being as a result. 

This example illustrates how Instagram played a central role in my process of self-

determination; what needs and desires were met by using this particular platform that eventually 

led to a change in the way I experienced a sense of well-being. 

 

The impact of the inner critic 

Scholars like Bernstein (1998) and Costache et al. (2017) suggest that how well or poorly an 

individual is doing is not only a matter of how an individual is feeling. ‘Well-being’ is complex 

(Bernstein, 1998; Helliwell & Barrington-Leigh, 2010; Van Beuningen & Kloosterman, 2011). 

However, this complexity is experienced differently per person. It still depends on how an 

individual deals with certain external factors (Bradshaw, 2016). Some people might feel more 

affected by “negative” events than people with more spiritual insight for example (Tolle, 2017). 

This is also confirmed by the analyzed data within the autoethnography. Here, the themes ‘the 

spiritual’ with the subthemes ‘intuition’, ‘authenticity’ and ‘awareness’ and ‘the rational’ with 

the subtheme ‘inner critic’ are important. 

 

“By constantly opting for the pressure of social media and not listening to my 

body, I slowly worked myself into the abyss. It all went in the wrong direction, 

resulting in a depression. This all happened before I officially started my 

business. Thanks to this event, I decided that life is not about external stimuli 

and what people might be expecting of me. What is important, is listening to 

my body. That is how I currently live and I like it a lot. With this in mind, I am 

not obliged to be on Instagram, even though I sometimes get the feeling that 

this is expected by my Instagram community as authentic online marketer.” 

(Appendix 2, p. 448).  
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I narrate one of the events in which I became aware that some external factors constantly 

affected my well-being negatively. I felt pressure from Instagram and the idea that my 

community expected me to be online, since I work as an online marketer. It eventually went 

too far, which led to a depression. I was so focused on the outside world and what mattered 

there, that I totally forgot about what was most important: my inner life. It made me realize that 

the way I treated myself by constantly saying “no” to myself and “yes” to Instagram and my 

community, was the cause of why I felt so bad and experienced such a low sense of well-being. 

It is the ‘outside in’ approach that becomes visible in this example. Instagram and my 

community as external factors affected my inner life negatively, in the sense that I experienced 

these factors as forming a “controlled and extrinsic motivation” (Deci and Ryan, 2008). This 

led to what I refer to as feeling overwhelmed by my ‘inner critic’.  

  The example illustrates the ‘inner critic’ that becomes stronger and stronger when one 

focuses too much on what is happening in the physical world (Tolle, 2017; Brugman & Budde, 

2010). The Dear Diary part (Appendix 2) shows a clear difference between the strength of my 

‘inner critic’ during that period of time and my spiritual interest in ‘authenticity’ and ‘intuition’. 

The reason why I included ‘authenticity’ here is due to the fact that I was not able to accept 

myself the way I was in the beginning of my personal journey. I was too much involved with 

the expectations of my community and the expectations of the Instagram algorithm instead of 

being able to listen to what I really desired. In terms of self-determination theory, I was not able 

to make decisions based on what I desired. The expectations of Instagram and my community 

formed my controlled and extrinsic motivation and closely informed my decision-making. The 

fact that I was not able to accept myself and behave the way I desired came from my ‘inner 

critic’ that kept telling me that my desires were irrelevant and I should adjust my acts and 

practices to what was expected of me. 

This struggle can also be distinguished within the autoethnography. In the analysis of 

Dear Diary (Appendix 2) my ‘inner critic’ appeared eighteen times where my ‘intuition’ and 

‘authenticity’ only appeared nine times. I was still very focused on the ‘outside in’ approach 

with Instagram and my community as influential external factors, instead of focusing on myself. 

That also immediately explains why ‘positive well-being’ was only discernable twice. This 

‘outside in’ focus led to my depression, which helped clarify that I should focus on my inner 

life more.  

  The Daily Observation (Appendix 2) illustrates that being fully mindful and 

experiencing a balanced ‘inner life’ is challenging. The differences are even bigger when 

considering the subthemes ‘inner critic’ compared to ‘authenticity’ and ‘intuition’ in the Daily 
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Observation (Appendix 2). The ‘inner critic’ has 24 versus 11 in ‘authenticity’ combined with 

‘intuition’. This implies that the ‘inner critic’ still plays a large role in how and whether I 

experience well-being. In terms of self-determination theory, the autoethnographic insights 

suggest that ‘authenticity’ and ‘intuition’, guided by autonomous and intrinsic motivation, play 

key roles in realizing feelings of well-being.  

 

4.1.2 Instagram as a gateway to inspiration, knowledge and connection 

Instagram has often, especially directly after my “epiphany”, served as a gateway to inspiration, 

knowledge and connection. The platform has been of great importance and has influenced my 

sense of well-being both positively and negatively. Instagram helped me to change my life. 

Here, the theme ‘platform affordances’ with the subthemes ‘inspirators’, ‘online content’ and 

‘community and the theme ‘motivation’ with the subthemes ‘inspiration’, ‘knowledge’ and 

‘connection’ are important.  

  Instagram served as a means of satisfying my desire for ‘inspiration’, ‘knowledge’ and 

‘connection’ concerning personal growth and online entrepreneurship. Considering uses and 

gratifications theory, Instagram became the intermediary in the uses and practices I applied to 

implement my motivation. To me, it felt like an approachable platform that offered me platform 

affordances that could fulfil my desires and needs. I used multiple platform affordances to 

comply with my motivation. The first way Instagram facilitated in fulfilling my needs and 

desires is by allowing ‘inspirators’ to share knowledge and be an inspiration for their 

community. To connect with such ‘inspirators’, I used multiple platform affordances. The first 

is Direct Messages, whereby I could privately connect with the ‘inspirator’ and obtain 

information related to my personal situation or personal questions. Secondly, Instagram offered 

IGTV’s whereby I could obtain more general, yet more in-depth information and inspiration 

given by the ‘inspirator’ over video content. Finally, I really appreciated the combination of 

visual and textual content that Instagram offered.  

  As just mentioned, and shown within the autoethnography, ‘inspirators’ became of great 

importance in fulfilling my need for personal growth and an increased sense of well-being as a 

result. Right after my “epiphany”, I got to know ‘inspirator’ Sanny Verhoeven 

(SannyZoektGeluk). She inspired her community with her personal journey towards a happy 

and mindful life. She got my interest and triggered me in a certain way that I wanted to 

personally grow just as much as she did. Seeing her ‘online content’, the way she impacted her 

Instagram ‘community’ and the way she operated as online entrepreneur on Instagram by 

sharing monetized content about her passion is what intrigued me. In other words, her activities 
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as an Instagram inspirator triggered my intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2008). I felt that 

SannyZoektGeluk inspired me to learn from her expertise, using Instagram. Therefore, in terms 

of uses and gratifications theory, I became part of her Instagram ‘community’ to fulfil my need 

and desire of finding inspiration and knowledge on personal growth and online 

entrepreneurship.  

 

Growing personally by ‘inspirators’ 

SannyZoektGeluk did not only create and fulfil desires, she particularly became a key player in 

my personal journey towards happiness, mindfulness and an increased well-being. While Sanny 

Verhoeven was only mentioned twice as a code within my Dear Diary narrative (Appendix 2) 

and occurred zero times within the Daily Observations (Appendix 2) her content on Instagram 

complemented by her YouTube videos for more information, became of key importance within 

my personal journey. This is where the themes ‘platform affordances’ and ‘motivation’ 

combined with the subtheme ‘positive well-being’ come to the fore.  

 As mentioned within the theoretical framework, SannyZoektGeluk also recommended 

reading Tolle (2017) and Byrne (2006) and further discussed that information within her videos 

on Instagram and YouTube, or personally through Direct Message. As mentioned before, Direct 

Message (DM) is another ‘platform affordance’ that belongs to the subtheme ‘community’. It 

is an Instagram artifact that allows the Instagram user to have one on one contact with the 

Instagram ‘inspirator’ (Rogers, 2013; Maclean et al., 2020). Thanks to Direct Message I was 

able to have personal contact with Sanny Verhoeven, which, after a few months, even resulted 

in a follow back from her. My well-being increased immediately. This indicates that Instagram 

fosters well-being by enabling an in-depth two-way connection with ones biggest and most 

inspiring ‘inspirators’. Instead of only consuming indirect ‘knowledge’ and ‘inspiration’, 

Instagram facilitates direct communication through Direct Messages. It makes the impossible 

possible. Even though most ‘inspirators’ feel very far away, Instagram seems to reduce this 

distance so that contact with your great example is suddenly possible. This personal 

‘connection’ with Sanny Verhoeven enhanced my well-being and formed the basis for personal 

growth. This resonates with research that shows that social media platforms, like Instagram 

have become a fundamental way for individuals to gain knowledge, acquire a community and 

obtain information (Kaakinen et al., 2020). 

  Overall, the dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach can be observed here. 

Instagram with its ‘inspirators’ became an ‘outside’ way for me to start my personal journey 

towards personal growth. The ‘knowledge’ and ‘inspiration’ I obtained through the 
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‘connections’ on Instagram helped me to further reflect on myself. Instagram and 

SannyZoektGeluk gave me the tools I needed to see more clearly how I could increase my well-

being in the long term. By applying the gained ‘knowledge’ and ‘inspiration’, I grew personally 

which enhanced my sense of well-being. These developments and this new way of getting 

acquainted with the Instagram platform inspired me in a different way as well, namely on 

becoming an ‘inspirator’ and online entrepreneur myself. It would ultimately form the start of 

a great new phase. 

 

Inspiration through the Instagram archive and the community 

Instagram usage induces a positive effect and an increased sense of well-being, since the social 

support through other users reduces a feeling of stress and depression (Zhan et al., 2016; Symon 

et al., 2012). This can also be observed in the autoethnography. In the time I experienced a 

depression, Instagram fulfilled a new function. Instagram became an archive in which I could 

re-observe the ‘knowledge’ and ‘inspiration’ I acquired a few years ago to use it again for my 

personal growth towards an increased sense of well-being. Instagram and SannyZoektGeluk 

formed a fundamental way to obtain that increase in well-being by making the right information 

available that had helped me so well earlier in my personal growth process. This indicates that 

Instagram, besides its social function, also serves as a storage of information that can be 

accessed again at any time.  

  Another platform affordance that was of great support during my depression was my 

community that I had built through my own ‘inspirator’ platform @perfectlytall. Canady (2018) 

outlined that social media contribute to a feeling of well-being through the existing community, 

which is about relationships, hope and feeling connected (p.4). This precisely confirms what 

my community meant to me. My community kept growing, mainly because I shared a lot of 

personal information through posts and stories. This led to a higher response rate from my 

community to my content, which increased my engagement rate. As the algorithm appreciates 

a high activity through Instagram, I gained more visibility with an even more growing 

community as a result. This eventually caused a further increase in involved emotions and 

intimacy within my community towards me, as also observed by Chayko (2008). He states that 

communities cannot exist without having emotions and intimacy involved (Chayko, 2008). On 

Instagram this took the shape of intimate conversations I had with many people within my 

Instagram community. They never met me in person, however they felt safe enough to share 

their personal, emotional and intimate stories with me. This indicates that Instagram is an 

interesting facilitator in building personal connections and might become an important platform 
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in fostering friendships and networks to help each other grow. This also influences feelings of 

well-being. As Symon et al. (2012) argue, experiencing positive emotions through intimacy, 

support and help through other, like-minded people leads to more positivity and feelings of 

happiness, which eventually contributes to a higher sense of well-being.  

  This is also what the analyzed data show. I experienced an incredible amount of support 

from my community who sent me messages through Direct Messages on a daily basis asking 

me how I was doing and if I felt better. These connections and mental support made me feel 

happier, more connected and gave me inspiration. Instagram encourages users to participate 

and engage with me online by direct communication through Direct Messages or commenting 

on my posts and stories (Kaakinen et al., 2020). Even though these connections and the support 

of Instagram and SannyZoektGeluk did not directly cure the depression, it gave me a feeling of 

happiness every day; a feeling of not being completely alone.  

Therefore, Instagram was not only part of the instigators of my depression, but also 

became the underlying reason for my recovery. This observation shows that Instagram also 

facilitates in helping relieving issues like depression or anxiety by allowing influencers, who 

often operate as professionals in their work field, to help other people by spreading their 

knowledge. Instagram thus gives the user the opportunity to step away from the negative 

emotions they experience and seize the opportunity to foster ‘positive well-being’ again. 

 Here, the dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach become clear again. 

However, this time the other way around: ‘inside out, outside in’. This is because the dynamics 

started from the ‘inside’ as I became aware of a strong inner struggle that was, concerning self-

determination theory, not simply a desire but a strong need that needed to be fulfilled. This 

necessity became a strong motivation and translated itself into outside research on Instagram. 

However, this time, the right ‘knowledge’ and ‘inspiration’ were found quickly as I 

remembered the Instagram platform of SannyZoektGeluk. SannyZoektGeluk became the 

outside source that offered me the information I was looking for and helped me with self-

reflection. This eventually helped me feeling better on the inside again. It increased my sense 

of well-being as I started feeling better by having Sanny as my ‘inspirator’ again. To conclude, 

by allowing online ‘inspirators’ and platform affordances, Instagram facilitates in experiencing 

a positive feeling with an increased sense of well-being as result.  

 

4.1.3 Inspiring others through Instagram 

Besides the fact that Instagram fulfilled my personal desire for ‘inspiration’, ‘knowledge’ and 

‘connection’, it satisfied another deep-rooted desire and created a new motivation, namely: 
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being able to inspire a community and provide others with knowledge as an online entrepreneur 

and ‘inspirator’. Here, the same subthemes from the theme ‘motivation’ are relevant, however, 

they are analyzed from a different perspective. In the previous section ‘inspiration’, 

‘knowledge’ and ‘connection’ formed a motivation to fulfil my personal desires and needs 

regarding personal growth and online entrepreneurship. However, in this section there is a 

desire and motivation of giving ‘inspiration’, ‘knowledge’ and ‘connection’ to others by using 

Instagram affordances. Furthermore, the fourth subtheme ‘obligation’ from the theme 

‘motivation’ also becomes important in this section, as inspiring others asks for certain 

requirements and expectations on Instagram.   

 

From inspiration to obligation and vice versa 

Apart from being an Instagram user who found inspiration through others, I also became an 

‘inspirator’ myself. Right after my “epiphany” I started experimenting with photography. 

Combining my passion for photography and all I had learned from Sanny Verhoeven seemed 

to be the perfect recipe for my own Instagram platform: @perfectlytall. It was the preliminary 

phase before starting my own business as entrepreneur. I was fully focused on Instagram and 

did everything I could to accommodate the algorithm, build a community and inspire as many 

people as possible. Here, my main motivation was autonomous, however extrinsic as I was fully 

focused on what would be the external impact of my uses and practices on Instagram. Here, 

Instagram performed as stimulator to gain a reach and engagement with others. By being a 

stimulator Instagram offers users the possibility to use their voice and make an impact. 

However, this autonomous motivation slowly turned into controlled motivation with the 

Instagram algorithm as leading force. This influenced my sense of well-being both positively 

and negatively as it formed an ‘obligation’. With this ‘obligation’ the dynamics shifted from an 

‘inside out, outside in’ approach to an ‘outside in, outside out’ approach, meaning that what I 

desired did not matter anymore as the Instagram algorithm was fully determining what uses and 

practices to apply on Instagram. Here, the themes ‘the emotional’, ‘the rational’ with the 

subtheme ‘inner critic’, ‘motivation’ with the subthemes ‘inspiration’, ‘knowledge’, 

‘connection’ and ‘obligation’ and the theme ‘platform affordances’ with the subthemes 

‘community’ and ‘online content’ play an important role.  

 Being an inspirator on Instagram had a bigger impact on my sense of well-being than 

when I solely participated as Instagram user by consuming content. I experienced much more 

ups and downs in terms of well-being. Instead of only feeling motivated through ‘inspiration’ 

and ‘connection’ with others, there was also an ‘obligation’ that I obtained by the algorithm and 
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the pressure of having a ‘community’ constantly expecting you to be participating on Instagram 

through ‘online content’.  

  Instagram allows for online participation within the Instagram community by enabling 

Instagram artifacts that foster the Instagram algorithm. Users within the community try to 

connect with others by expressing themselves through ‘likes’ and ‘comments’ (Leaver et al., 

2020: 121; Kim et al., 2021). ‘Likes’ and ‘comments’ create engagement that, from a strategic 

communication perspective, indicates users’ behavioral engagement in their online 

communities (Kim et al., 2021: 178). The higher the engagement rate, the better someone 

performs on Instagram. Having the algorithm as leading force behind my Instagram platform, 

I knew how decisive and important a high engagement rate was to become successful. As stated 

by Kim et al. (2021) I shared ‘online content’ to promote a sense of community, to ‘inspire’ my 

community, to share ‘knowledge’ with my community and to ‘connect’ with my followers. As 

inspirator on Instagram, I purely enjoyed seeing the community grow, the way I gained new 

‘connections’ with amazing people all over the world and the way I could share content that I 

truly liked to ‘inspire’ others. It made me happy and it resulted in a positive sense of well-being.  

  However, this feeling of happiness with a high sense of well-being quickly turned into 

a negative feeling with a decreased sense of well-being as a consequence. This is where a clear 

combination of the ‘inner critic’ within the theme ‘the rational’, ‘obligation’ within the theme 

‘motivation’, ‘negative well-being’ within the theme ‘the emotional’ and ‘community’ within 

the theme ‘platform affordances’ come to the fore. The constant battle in gaining as much likes, 

comments, followers and Direct Messages as possible, led to some sort of addictive need. A 

need that received extra stimulus by the algorithm constantly determining the way someone 

performs on Instagram. This delivers even more stress and an extra obligation. My negative and 

dominant ‘inner critic’ took over and enjoyed all the attention obtained from the community 

and all the received collaboration requests. It loved seeing the numbers grow and seeing the 

number of followers increase. Considering self-determination theory, I acted on controlled and 

extrinsic motivations, since I felt guided and suppressed by the algorithm.  

Here, Instagram performed as an addictive, self-satisfying system that gives a short 

positive and fulfilling feeling when someone experiences a growth in Instagram success. Seeing 

the constant growth on my platform formed some sort of addiction. I wanted more of that 

growth, it made me feel good about myself and what I did on Instagram. However, the addiction 

also had a downside. If I lost followers or engagement, I immediately started feeling terrible. 

Not only about my Instagram platform, but also about myself. It resonates with Turkle (2015; 

2017) who said that the increase of technology, like Instagram, with associated artifacts 
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damages our ideas of the “self”. I became so focused on what the numbers said, that my sense 

of well-being decreased immediately as soon as I saw a decline in follower numbers or if I saw 

content, in which I had put a lot of effort failing by acquiring only little likes and comments. It 

confirms the ideas of Meier (2018) and Clarke (2020). Meier (2018) gave an example about an 

influencer who started feeling more and more depressed right after a new post had been 

uploaded and did not receive the credits it should have received (p.23). This negative result 

resulted immediately in a higher pressure and a more intense ‘obligation’ as Clarke (2020) 

argued; you immediately feel the pressure to post more often to gain that appreciation (Meier, 

2018). This shows the negative correlation between Instagram and well-being as stated by 

Allcot et al. (2019) and confirms the previous mentioned observations from the 

autoethnography. These Instagram dynamics of experiencing both growth and decrease 

influenced my well-being heavily. It formed a new motivation for me to step up my Instagram 

game to make sure I would never experience a decline in followers or engagement rate. Also 

here, I acted on controlled and extrinsic motivations. 

  The autoethnography illustrates the consequence of the constantly ongoing obligation 

of the Instagram algorithm, the community and my ‘inner critic’: a depression. This example 

shows that Instagram definitely did not always influence my well-being positively. This can 

also be seen within the analyzed data. There are 17 codes for ‘negative feelings’ within the 

theme ‘the emotional’ that include terms as ‘depression’, ‘anxiety’ and ‘feeling pressure/stress’. 

However, as Robinson et al. (2016) already stated, Instagram did have a positive effect as well 

within this difficult time of depression. It perfectly illustrates the previously mentioned 

dynamics of a constant interplay of increasing and decreasing well-being. Within the 

autoethnography, there are only two codes for ‘positive feelings’ in the depression period that 

illustrate my needs and desires regarding Instagram. Both codes focus on ‘finding distraction’ 

and ‘do whatever feels right’. During the time of my depression Instagram offered me funny 

and positive content to watch. It gave me the ability to gain support from my community and 

find informative content that could help me to feel inner connected again. Here, again, 

Instagram serves as a gateway to find distraction, inspiration and knowledge. The platform aims 

to change someone's mind by simply engaging in funny, inspiring or informative content that 

makes someone feel more positive.  

This observation shows the same idea as the study of Robinson et al. (2016) showed in 

relation to social media: social media platforms can simultaneously incite but also help prevent 

depression and suicide. Connecting with like-minded people and consuming funny and 

inspiring content helps preventing depression (Robinson et al., 2016: 117). These concomitant 
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advantages are indeed part of what helped me slowly feeling better. Combined with other more 

physical facets, it helped me out of my depression.  

 

4.1.4 Well-being and authentic online entrepreneurship 

The previous sections discussed motivation ‘inspiration’ through Instagram from both user and 

inspirator/online entrepreneur perspective that influences the sense of well-being. However, 

when specifically considering online entrepreneurship through Instagram, well-being is 

influenced in multiple different ways. There are many more motivations that have an influence 

on well-being than described within the previous sections. Therefore, this section focuses on 

well-being and authentic online entrepreneurship. Here, the themes ‘the spiritual’, ‘the 

emotional’ and ‘the rational’, with the subthemes ‘authenticity’, ‘awareness’, ‘positive well-

being’, ‘negative well-being’ and ‘personal growth’ in combination with ‘inner critic’ are most 

important.  

  ‘Authenticity’ in relation to ‘positive well-being’ is not only important within my work 

as entrepreneur, which will be discussed later on in this section, but also within 

‘entrepreneurship’ in general (Shir, 2015). ‘Authenticity’ means being aware of and acting from 

your true self by staying close to who you are or how Lim at al. (2015) describe ‘authenticity’, 

“the importance of someone’s awareness of their personal beliefs, values and preferences on 

which their actions are based”. For me, there is a close relation between the subthemes 

‘authenticity’, ‘awareness’ and ‘personal growth’. The analyzed data show that ‘authenticity’ 

can be accomplished once one is fully okay with who they are, meaning: accepting the 

imperfections, letting go of old beliefs and convictions and dare to stay unconditionally close 

to yourself (Bradshaw, 2016). This results in ‘personal growth’ (Bradshaw, 2016).  

  The importance of ‘awareness’ within ‘personal growth’ and ‘the personal’ within 

‘entrepreneurship’ is often underestimated (Shir, 2015; Clarke, 2020). If the entrepreneur has 

no clear balance, then the chances of this person fully forgetting themselves, which 

unfortunately happens regularly, are present (Brouwers & Witschge, 2019; Brouwers, 2017). 

My personal experiences confirm and demonstrate this additional danger.  

 

“The thing is that Instagram is extremely important for being able to run my 

business, but writing posts and creating content takes a lot of time; time I often 

do not have. This gives stress. I know I need to post something on Instagram, 

but the days are so busy with work and in the night I’m always so extremely tired 

that I need to take some time for myself. If I ignore that tired feeling and continue 
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working, I will probably end in some sort of depression again. I want to protect 

myself from that.” (Appendix 2, p. 444) 
 

This part summarizes the battle I often go through with multiple underlying needs and 

motivations. On the one hand I experience ‘obligation’ as motivation, because I experience a 

feeling that it is expected of me to be constantly present on Instagram with new content to 

obtain new customers. However, on the other hand, I also often experience ‘inspiration’ as 

motivation from which I want to create new content and share this with my Instagram 

community. Moreover, these two motivations can also be combined: sometimes I do not feel 

any ‘inspiration’ and my motivation turns into an ‘obligation’ as it feels like forcing myself into 

writing Instagram content, something I prefer not to. 

Considering the example, it is my ‘inner critic’ combined with the ‘obligation’ I 

experience from the Instagram algorithm and the community that says that I need to continue 

to prevent a feeling of failure, despite the fact that I feel extremely tired. In these moments the 

‘outside in’ approach dominates in which my underlying motivation is based on ‘obligations’ 

gained from the external factors Instagram and the Instagram community; a combination of 

controlled and extrinsic motivations. Considering self-determination theory, there is no need or 

desire coming from within that says that I want to go to Instagram to participate. It is a 

motivation created by external factors, influencing my ‘inner critic’ that decides that I need to 

anticipate on what is expected of me. This results in ‘negative feelings’ and a ‘decrease in well-

being’. Luckily, with The AuthenticLabel it became easier for me to shift the ‘outside in’ 

approach to the ‘inside out’ approach in my online communication through Instagram. This 

means considering my personal inner desires and decide how I want to translate these inner 

desires into practices as online content and share that with my community. Therefore, 

considering self-determination theory and uses and gratification theory, I’m now fully able to 

base my decisions, uses and practices on what I need and desire. It allows me to participate on 

Instagram through ‘authenticity’ instead of ‘performed authenticity’. This gives me a ‘positive 

feeling’ and increases my sense of well-being. However, deciding to only participate on 

Instagram through ‘authenticity’ also has a downside. This is because Instagram still operates 

by means of its algorithm with specific requirements. Therefore, if I decide to only participate 

through ‘authenticity’ and no longer focus on satisfying the algorithm’s requirements, I also 

have to accept that I will lose followers and experience a decrease in my engagement rate.  

I believe that authenticity is an extension of well-being, but also the other way around: 

‘positive well-being’ is an extension of ‘authenticity’. This is confirmed by Lim et al. (2015) 
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who state that being authentic can have a significant effect on psychological well-being (p.132). 

Especially when considering ‘entrepreneurial’ online behavior, it is extremely important for the 

entrepreneur to be authentic, since being authentic attracts potential customers is a key element; 

as also confirmed by Clarke (2020). Lim et al. (2015) state that authenticity emphasizes the 

importance of someone’s awareness of their personal beliefs, values and preferences on which 

their actions are based. An entrepreneur feels most authentic when they act with a full sense of 

choice and self-expression and provide vulnerable and intimate details of their lives with others 

(Lim et al., 2015: 133; Joseph, 2016). This is what happened when I decided to listen to my 

‘intuition’, be self-determine and change course by changing my business name into The 

AuthenticLabel, values, mission vision and also my prices. By sharing ‘authentic’ content 

through Instagram, I started to attract like-minded customers who fitted me and my way of 

living and thinking perfectly. 

  Changing from an ‘outside in’ to an ‘inside out’ approach in my decision-making 

process regarding Instagram usage has refocused my entrepreneurial activities, making ‘the 

personal’ more relevant in my work. This resonates with the conclusions drawn by Shir (2015) 

who states that special attention should be given to the relevance of ‘the personal’ when 

studying entrepreneurship. The way an entrepreneur feels translates itself into any form of well-

being, which may be positive or negative and directly influences entrepreneurial processes 

(Shir, 2015). My personal experiences underpin Shir’s (2015) statement. When I experienced 

‘negative well-being’ due to the pressure and the fact that ‘obligation’ became my main 

motivation, my entrepreneurial processes deteriorated. I lost the excitement and passion of 

being an entrepreneur and did not experience any pleasure or satisfaction by the work I was 

doing. Real ‘authenticity’ and self-determination were needed for me to feel better, have an 

increased sense of well-being and feel excited again. 

 

Well-being within my work as authentic entrepreneur 

As discussed within the theoretical framework, well-being and authenticity are closely related 

to each other and have an impact on entrepreneurship (Lim et al., 2015). To gain an 

understanding on how well-being is influenced in my work as online authentic entrepreneur, 

the themes ‘the spiritual’, ‘the emotional’ and ‘motivation’ are relevant, with ‘authenticity’ and 

‘positive well-being’ as most important subthemes. This is due to the fact that ‘authenticity’ 

guides my work as online authentic entrepreneur and often influences my well-being in a 

positive way.  
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  Entrepreneurs indicate as a constant recurring theme that they are extremely happy with 

what they do (Stephan, 2018: 290). The autoethnographic data underpins Stephan’s (2018) 

conclusion as being an entrepreneur increases my happiness. This is due to the fact that I’m 

able to earn money by executing my greatest passions in an authentic way.  

 

“My job makes me happy. (…) This is why I decided to do this work: it inspires 

me, it makes me happy to create and share and that feeling increases even more 

when I see it gaining traction.” (Appendix 2, p. 434). 

 

This example shows the ‘positive well-being’ I often experience as entrepreneur. However, as 

stated by Brouwers and Witschge (2019) and as also shown within the autoethnography, your 

work as entrepreneur never ends. If an Instagram account suddenly stops functioning or if a 

plan tool like Planoly (Pham, 2016) for Instagram posts does not work the way it should be, it 

does not matter what time it is, this issue needs to be resolved. This is due to the fact that 

Instagram and the algorithm are always present and available. So, an entrepreneur should 

always be available in case of emergency. Here, a connection with the subtheme ‘obligation’ 

within the theme ‘motivation’ arises. Therefore, it is so important that the entrepreneur’s 

business is their passion. It is much easier to maintain an entrepreneurship if one is really 

enjoying what they are executing. This is also confirmed by Brouwers and Witschge (2019). 

When it is the entrepreneur’s passion, it does not feel like an ‘obligation’. They just want to 

help the customer and make sure that they do not feel any stress related to the problem.  

 However, when focusing on the Daily Observations (Appendix 2) within my work as 

entrepreneur, there are 36 codes related to ‘positive well-being’ and 14 codes related to 

‘negative well-being’. The ‘positive well-being’ codes are clearly in majority. Mostly, I 

experience ‘positive well-being’ because, in terms of uses and gratifications theory and self-

determination theory, I’m able to base my uses and practices on what I desire. I’m able to inspire 

so many people in all kinds of areas through my Instagram platform. Also, I obtain the most 

amazing customers through Instagram who want to hire me to increase their online 

communication and reach through on Instagram by applying online marketing based on 

authenticity. Every day I gain a gratified feeling as I get to do what I desire most. That gives 

me a lot of energy. This definitely contributes to my sense of well-being.  

 The way well-being and authenticity are related to each other can also be seen within 

my work as authentic entrepreneur, in which I deal with authentic online marketing and 

branding photography. There is a clear difference between how I behaved on Instagram as 
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entrepreneur before The AuthenticLabel was created and after. Here, the dynamics of the 

‘outside in, inside out’ approach could be observed. The ‘outside in’ approach occurred, as 

described within the previous subsection, when I participated on Instagram as @perfectlytall 

and I mainly focused on what the algorithm and my community were expecting of me. This is 

in line with what Lim et al. (2015) argue; the ‘outside in’ can be seen as Instagram users having 

the desire to maintain positive impressions with the need to share some authentic content with 

others within the community (p.132). However, this does not only apply to the possible 

expectations of others within the community, but also to the algorithm (Bucher, 2018). I acted 

on the basis of external factors that are connected to motivation ‘obligation’, formed by 

controlled and extrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2008).  

 While acting through the ‘outside in’ approach on @perfectlytall with a main focus on 

controlled and extrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2008), I also started to attract clients through 

Instagram who were mainly focused on the ‘outside in’ approach. Of course, my old name 

@perfectlytall also gave the wrong impression when considering what ‘authenticity’ means to 

me: “being fully okay with who you are from the inside and outside”. By having the name 

@perfectlytall it might have given some sort of indication to outsiders within my community 

that everyone needed to be “perfect”, while “perfectionism” was precisely not the concept I 

wanted to focus on. The name could also be interpreted as “performed authenticity”, because 

perfectionism may be a form of authenticity for someone. It could be some sort of performance 

that makes them feel more authentic online. Nevertheless, it was something I did not want to 

communicate. Yet I still communicated that idea of “perfectionism” unconsciously through my 

Instagram platform by using that name and by having a main focus on the following numbers, 

likes and comments. This, because I was mainly concerned with what the algorithm and my 

community expected of me to continue growing. 

  Right after my depression I started thinking about changing certain aspects within my 

business. However, change came too late when a ‘outside in’ focused client, meaning a 

customer fully focused on the outside and what people expected of her, already contacted me. 

This long-term partnership showed me the relevance of ‘authenticity’ clearly, since this 

customer was solely focused on that “perfect outside picture”. This is a real-life example 

mentioned within the autoethnography (Appendix 2) and also perfectly illustrates how 

emotionally involved an entrepreneur is and how easy it is to have the entrepreneurs’ sense of 

well-being influenced. It shows the importance of fostering the entrepreneur’s ‘authenticity’ 

and ‘well-being’ even more important. In short, she had purchased a photoshoot of 60 new 

branding photos for her social media pages, like Instagram and her website, but wanted to have 
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all the photos edited by photoshop to make her look prettier, thinner and younger. Eventually, 

I ended up spending much more time on this collaboration than she paid for. This client did not 

read the general terms and conditions related to the copyrights beforehand. This eventually led 

to a lot of anger from her towards me when the partnership nearly ended, because she noticed 

that she was not allowed to use the photos the way she wanted to use them. As a consequence, 

she started threatening me with a legal agency and lawyers and made the threats personal. 

Besides she kept posting photos on her Instagram account in which she continued ignoring the 

copyrights. It affected my well-being negatively and since I’m the responsible entrepreneur 

behind my business, it was me who had to deal with this unpleasant situation.  

  These issues combined with the way she treated me made me feel terrible. My well-

being declined extremely and I felt that this was not what I wanted. The work I was currently 

executing did not fit my personal beliefs and values. This was a moment of realization that 

something needed to change into something more authentic. Being authentic implies embracing 

who we are (Brown, 2022). This is also what I acknowledge as truth and this partnership got 

very far from that definition. This felt so wrong to me that I decided that this kind of 

collaborations no longer suited me. I had to change the core values and services of my business 

to become more authentically and to make sure I would experience ‘positive well-being’. This 

was the moment that the dynamics changed from ‘outside in’ into ‘inside out’ within my work 

as entrepreneur and in the way I behaved and communicated on Instagram.  

 The ‘inside out’ approach is directly connected to my decision to only focus on and 

communicate those topics through Instagram that I feel passionate about and are in line with 

what feels right to me. I followed my intuition. As stated within the theoretical framework, 

authentic entrepreneurship connects with intuition and gut feeling (La Pira, 2010). That is what 

the autoethnography showed as well. Within the autoethnography I state the following: 

 

“By following my heart and my intuition, I hope to impact the right people 

correctly. So, doing what I love and making other people happy, gives me even 

more self-love, a higher self-esteem and an increased sense of well-being.” 

(Appendix 2, p. 424). 

 

The guidance of my intuition became the steering force behind every decision, act and practice 

I made within my business and every form of communication I made through Instagram. 

Despite the fact that I’m online marketer and should, according to the usual expectations, care 

about strategies, engagement rates, an increasing number of followers, the amount of likes and 
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meeting the algorithmic requirements, I did the opposite. I shifted from having ‘obligation’ as 

my motivation to ‘inspiration’ as my steering force and with a positive consequence.  

  Since I only perform practices that make me feel truly happy and positive, my sense of 

well-being grew enormously and the connections with my Instagram community became much 

more intimate and intense. I realized that the engagement rate and number of followers were 

not guiding at all. Considering online entrepreneurship through Instagram, the only thing that 

truly matters are the real and intimate connections with the community. These people, who truly 

feel a connection with you as entrepreneur are willing to pay a price for your product. This 

cannot be said about a large community without this intimate connection. In addition, I achieved 

customers through Instagram that fitted me perfectly thanks to these connections and really 

believed in this form of ‘authentic’ online marketing and branding photography. Even my 

following number started to increase, even though I was not following the strict requirements 

of the algorithm. It felt like I had discovered my way of doing business through Instagram. 

Something I want to define as 'authentic entrepreneurship': entrepreneurship based on the 

‘inside out’ approach, which involves deciding on what feels right for you and operate from 

there instead of being guided by the outside telling you how to operate (Bradshaw, 2016).  

  However, it can still be questioned here when an entrepreneur can be called authentic. 

Perhaps, ‘performed authenticity’ (Shtern et al., 2019: 1939) may be a better term as there is 

almost always an underlying strategy for online entrepreneurs to gain customers and experience 

an increase in revenue. As stated by Haimson et al. (2021), ‘authenticity’ is a subjective 

concept. This means that an entrepreneur may for example still feel authentic when he or she is 

following the requirements of the algorithm and creates specific content for it. However, this is 

not what ‘authentic’ entrepreneurship means to me. Within my work as entrepreneur, I truly 

believe in someone following their inner ‘authentic’ self in the way they operate. As stated by 

Lim et al. (2015) it emphasizes the importance of someone’s awareness of their personal beliefs, 

values and preferences on which their actions are based (p.133). Considering ‘authentic’ 

entrepreneurship in attracting the best fitting customers, following these personal beliefs, values 

and preferences is important.  

 

Well-being and authenticity implemented in my services 

The previous subsection discussed the dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach and 

how my business shifted to authentic entrepreneurship. As authentic entrepreneur I offer 

specific services that embrace the authenticity of my clients. Here, the theme ‘the spiritual’ with 

the subthemes ‘authenticity’ and ‘intuition’, the theme ‘the emotional’ with the subthemes 
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‘positive feelings’ and ‘positive well-being’, the theme ‘the rational’ with the subtheme ‘inner 

critic’ and finally, the theme ‘motivation’ with the subthemes ‘connection’ and ‘inspiration’ are 

important. 

   Well-being is reflected within my work as authentic branding photographer and 

authentic online marketer by always taking the “authentic self” of my clients as central point 

within our collaborations. Meaning that I always modify the way I work and what I create to 

the authentic self, which includes the personal beliefs, values, norms and preferences of my 

clients and their business. I’m able to work this way since I thoroughly verified for myself 

beforehand whether this customer is right for me or not. If my intuition has already indicated 

by giving me a ‘positive feeling’ that this person has the right intentions for me and is open to 

unconditional authenticity within their online communication through Instagram, then I know 

I can fully adapt to this entrepreneur without losing myself. From there I can confidently start 

with the partnership, with my client’s authenticity as focus point while fostering mine as well.  

 Throughout the partnership I constantly take these personal beliefs, values and 

preferences of my clients as fundamental foundation. When photographing a client for example, 

I’m always examining if she feels comfortable. Especially within authentic branding 

photography a feeling of confidence and being able to be yourself is important. My aim is to 

create a sense of ‘inspiration’ that leads to a happy, positive feeling and an increased well-

being. However, when photographing it can be challenging sometimes to create this ‘positive 

feeling’ and ‘positive well-being’. This is mainly due to the fact that clients often do not feel 

comfortable in front of the camera. They often become insecure about who they are and what 

they look like. This insecurity and doubt are often created by the ‘inner critic’ through anxiety 

or negative convictions from the past (Bradshaw, 2016; Tolle, 2017).  

  For me, this is the moment that I’m able to truly connect with the person in front of the 

camera. I try to make them feel more comfortable by being fully interested in their stories and 

asking them questions related to what makes them happy. The tension disappears and they start 

feeling more comfortable. Then, when they are not watching the camera and are fully focused 

on the story they are telling, I take photos. That is when differences appear; a static photo turns 

into a beautiful authentic photo that also captures the appearance of the woman in front of the 

camera. After shooting a few of these charismatic photos that clearly show the appearance of 

the women, I show them how beautiful and photogenic they are in complete authenticity. This 

often provides more confidence and comfort, so that the customer experiences enjoyment 

during the photoshoot. During the photoshoots, all emotions and feelings are welcome, as long 

as it fits the customer's personal feelings, beliefs, values and preferences (Lim et al., 2015).  
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When considering self-determination theory, this way of photographing deals with fully 

autonomous and intrinsic motivation and further acts on ‘inspiration’. This is a direct link to 

uses and gratifications theory. By acting on what feels right for the person in front of the camera 

a feeling of satisfaction and happiness often occurs. This satisfaction is not solely achieved for 

the client, but for me as photographer as well as I obtain the most beautiful and authentic photos 

by allowing fully autonomous and intrinsic motivation during the photoshoot.  

 The same goes for when I work with clients as authentic online marketer. Before starting 

the partnership, I always have an in-depth and long conversation with my client to gain a sense 

of feeling and find inspiration for their authentic online marketing strategy that often involves 

Instagram. Together we create an underlying strategy including aims that describe in general 

lines the pathway to that specific aim. Within this strategy decisions are made based on what 

feels right for my client, instead of focusing on what the directives state. Think about the 

decision on what social media platforms to use for their online marketing communication. Does 

the entrepreneur receive a ‘positive feeling’ when considering Instagram and a negative feeling 

when considering Facebook? Then Instagram will be the main focus within the authentic online 

marketing. The consecutive steps after creating this authentic online marketing strategy will be 

fully self-determined by autonomous and intrinsic motivation. Meaning, the way the created 

online marketing strategy will be filled in with specific practices formed by the authentic needs 

and desires of this entrepreneur. Here, ‘performed authenticity’ may occur in which the 

entrepreneur authentically participates through Instagram, yet has a sales or marketing related 

strategy in mind to gain new customers. Also, this leads to a feeling of satisfaction with a high 

sense of well-being as a consequence (Lariscy et al., 2011). This is mainly due to the fact that 

my client is allowed to be fully authentic and only act on what feels right for her (Lim et al., 

2015: 133; Joseph, 2016), instead of experiencing the ‘outside in’ through some sort of pressure 

or obligation from the algorithm or her community (Turkle, 2015; 2017).  

  

4.2 Analysis of In-Depth Interviews 
To understand the differences in observation between the autoethnography and the in-depth 

interviews in relation to the questions mentioned within this study, both methods are discussed 

separately from each other. This section dives therefore further into similar subsections as the 

autoethnographic methodology, however, it uses the perspective and analyzed data of the in-

depth interviews. Due to the fact that all four interviews did not acquire the identical amount of 

in-depth information and data about certain topics, some subsections from section 4.1 are 
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combined into one subsection. The combinations of certain subsections are mentioned in the 

introduction of that specific subsection.  

 

4.2.1 Defining well-being 

As well-being is defined differently per person (Mental Health Organization, 2016) this 

subsection dives further into how the interviewees conceive of ‘well-being’. The analyzed data 

obtained through in-depth interviews show that the themes ‘the rational’, ‘the spiritual’ and ‘the 

emotional’ are important themes in defining ‘well-being’.  

  The interviewees defined ‘well-being’ in different ways. Two interviewees described 

well-being as “the way someone experiences life and how they feel within that life”. This 

definition is specifically related to the themes ‘the rational’ and ‘the emotional’ as these two 

interviewees have a main focus on the way their ‘mindset’ influences their feelings and well-

being. For these two interviewees external factors are relevant in the way they experience well-

being, however, these external factors are not dominating in comparison to their inner life. By 

contrast, one of the two interviewees mentions an example that shows that for some individuals 

external factors do dominate when considering well-being. This interviewee gives an example 

of a colleague who experienced a high sense of well-being when he had enough money. In 

relation to the first and fourth interviewees, who mainly believed that the inner life within well-

being is most relevant, this interviewee’s colleague mainly focused on the external factors 

considering well-being. This example combined with the way the first and the fourth 

interviewees experience well-being shows how nuanced and complex interpretations of well-

being are.  

   Similar to the first and the fourth interviewees, the other two interviewees also relate 

their definition of well-being to their inner life that includes the amount of happiness, self-

esteem, life satisfaction and subjective wellness (Migdal & MacDonald, 2013: 274). The second 

interviewee describes well-being as “having enough energy to do the things I love most” 

(Interview 2, Appendix 1.2, p. 208). The third interviewee added that well-being is about: 

“feeling and being okay, no matter what happens within your life” (Interview 3, Appendix 1.2, 

p. 230). These definitions relate to the themes ‘the spiritual’, ‘the rational’ and ‘the emotional’ 

with a specific focus on the subtheme ‘authenticity’, ‘personal growth’ and ‘positive feelings’.  

  Within their definitions authenticity can be distinguished as an underlying central 

thread. Here, considering self-determination theory and uses and gratifications theory, 

authenticity serves as comprehensive desire that is translated into most motivations, uses and 

practices of these interviewees that eventually ensure a growth in well-being. Authenticity is 
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defined as the daily practice of letting go of who we think we are supposed to be and embrace 

our true authentic self (Bradshaw, 2016). Within the definitions given by the second and third 

interviewees, there is a focus on achieving a high sense of well-being when they are able to 

perform online as individuals without any limitations. For example, by having a normal to high 

energy level that enables putting certain motivations into practice to fulfil a desire. Considering 

the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach, these second and third interviewees mainly defined well-

being based on the ‘inside out’, meaning that real authenticity coming from within forms a basis 

for their motivations, uses and practices that eventually fulfil their desires and needs. By 

contrast, the first and fourth interviewee experience more of a dynamic when considering the 

‘outside in, inside out’ approach in relation to defining well-being. For them the inside is also 

dominating, however it is also influenced by external factors.  

 Combining all four definitions from the interviewees, the definition of well-being deals 

with experiencing happiness from their authentic self with a main focus on what is experienced 

within the inner life, meaning positive feelings, feeling confident, experiencing self-love, self-

worth, self-respect and feeling good in general. This connects to the definition of Mental Health 

Foundation (2016) that defined well-being as ‘the state of being happy, healthy and 

comfortable’. The interviewees added to this definition that taking action from one’s authentic 

self truly matters. Well-being increases when you are able to execute and perform what you 

truly love. For them, this is specifically related to their online activity on Instagram. Here, self-

determination theory in combination with uses and gratifications can be implemented, in which 

the ‘uses’ specifically relate to the way the interviewees are able to use Instagram affordances 

for their (online) activities. When an individual is able to self-determine when to apply certain 

uses that are in accordance with their authentic self. An example from the interviewees may be: 

achieving a feeling of satisfaction when self-determining how often to post on Instagram instead 

of simply following the algorithmic requirements. This feeling of satisfaction has a high sense 

of well-being as a result. For the interviewees, this gratified feeling appears once they feel like 

they inspired others with the content they posted through their authentic self. 

 

4.2.2 Well-being through Instagram 

This subsection is the combination of subsection 4.1.2 and 4.1.3. In the autoethnographic part 

there was a sufficient amount of information and analyzed data available to go in-depth on how 

Instagram influenced my sense of well-being by making certain platform affordances available 

and how my well-being increased and decreased when I operated as inspirator and online 

entrepreneur. Due to a lack of in-depth data regarding to how the interviewees experienced both 
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topics and for the sake of clarity of the analysis of all interviews, it was decided to merge these 

two subsections into one. Ultimately, this aggregated subsection provides enough information 

to substantiate or show other perspectives that enrich the findings of the autoethnography.   

 

Positive well-being through Instagram 

According to the four interviewees, Instagram has a very impactful influence on an individual’s 

sense of well-being both positive and negative. Within this subsection the themes ‘motivation’, 

‘platform affordances’, ‘the emotional’ and ‘the spiritual’ become relevant. 

  All four interviewees stated that Instagram positively influences their sense of well-

being since it allows to easily network with people from all over the world, to connect and 

inspire each other. For three interviewees this personal connection and relationship was 

specifically relevant, while one interviewee primarily attributed value to inspiring the belonging 

community and connecting with people in the physical world with Instagram as binding topic. 

Considering self-determination theory, there are two specific needs that can be distinguished 

here: the desire to connect with and the desire to inspire other people. Subsequently, considering 

uses and gratification theory, Instagram served as an intermediary to fulfil these desires by 

enabling platform affordances as Direct Messages, Instagram posts and stories. These platform 

affordances fulfilled the needs of creating connections and finding inspiration. What is 

interesting is that Instagram also serves as an intermediary in a more indirect way. Instead of 

directly using the platform to fulfil the desires of connection and inspiration, it also serves as 

an indirect topic of discussion that is used in physical conversations to foster connection and 

inspiration with others in real life. Therefore, it can be said that Instagram serves as a connector 

resulting in inspiration in both the online world and the physical world.  

  The analyzed data underpins the statement of Canady (2018). She states that social 

media contributes to a higher sense of well-being through an existing community, which is 

about hope, feeling connected and relationships (p.4). The retrieved data confirm this 

explanation by showing the subthemes ‘connection’ and ‘inspiration’ from the theme 

‘motivation’ in combination with the subthemes ‘community’ and ‘inspirator’ from the theme 

‘platform affordances’. All four interviewees experienced an increased sense of well-being due 

to their community and/or due to the fact that they are able to inspire others by sharing their 

knowledge. One of the interviewees gives a personal example that perfectly demonstrates the 

importance of the community. The interviewee illustrates a situation that had a traumatic 

impact. Covid-19 and the first lockdown came right after this event, which created a horrible 

and extremely difficult situation for the interviewee, since she was obliged to stay home all by 
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herself. The only reason why she was able to conquer this event and all months after was due 

to her community that supported her and connected with her on a very personal level at 

moments she felt most alone and sad. This example underpins Chayko’s (2008) statement, who 

stated that the feeling of support and connection leads to an increase in involved emotions and 

intimacy with people within a community.  

  The first interviewee, who specifically felt the need to inspire the community instead of 

connecting with other people online, still felt the need to connect with people in the physical 

world to discuss topics related to Instagram. This interviewee experiences an increase in well-

being as soon as she is able to discuss Instagram, the possibilities platform affordances create 

and the possible strategies that can be applied to it with people in the physical world. These can 

be strangers or people who are close to her. This interviewee therefore desires and attaches 

more value to a smaller offline community that has arisen thanks to Instagram that serves as a 

valuable topic of conversation. This means that the role of Instagram is to connect the 

community, even if it is offline. In this way ‘connection’ as ‘motivation’ can also be seen as a 

way of increasing well-being. Instagram triggers a certain interest in people, so that not only 

online, but also within the physical, offline world a connection can be made with other 

individuals who also consider Instagram as interesting topic. 

  Besides, the well-being of all four interviewees increased by having an ‘inspirator’ on 

Instagram. Here, considering uses and gratifications theory, the ‘inspirator’ served as a 

“practice” to fulfil the desire for ‘inspiration’. It can be considered as an ‘outside in’ approach 

in which inspiration is found on the outside, by using an Instagram ‘inspirator’ that can be used 

for internal processes. Two interviewees consider Kim Munnecom as their ultimate ‘inspirator’. 

She is a spiritual teacher and business coach who mainly operates through Instagram. Kim 

Munnecom is a relevant ‘inspirator’ for these two interviewees due to the fact that Kim believes 

in running a business from ‘ease and fun’, better defined as ‘authentic entrepreneurship’. 

However, not only did Kim Munnecom become relevant due to her beliefs about ‘authentic 

entrepreneurship’, but also because she gave them the ‘inspiration’ and ‘knowledge’ through 

her Instagram account to further develop on a more spiritual and personal level. For both 

interviewees authenticity became a relevant topic and they started using ‘authentic 

entrepreneurship’ as leading force within their own business.  

  However, constantly applying ‘authentic entrepreneurship’ is often not as easy as they 

hoped, as the ‘inner critic’ and pressure from external factors are important. An example given 

by the interviewee is the following: she always posted at least three times a week due to the 

expectations of the algorithm, however, this posting behavior did not feel right to her anymore. 
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It took her so much energy and time to create content this often, that she decided to downscale 

to a minimal posting behavior of just one time per week. She finds it difficult to post only once 

a week, since it feels like her community expects more from her, similar to the algorithm. 

Considering this example, it can be noticed that Instagram contributes to a feeling of obligation; 

a feeling that is often taken in by the ‘inner critic’. Here, the ‘outside in’ approach also becomes 

visible, however, with a more negative result. The ‘inner critic’ creates a kind of battle between 

what the expectations are of certain external factors, such as the community and the demands 

of the algorithm, and the desires of this interviewee. It creates a feeling of anxiety, uncertainty, 

doubt and even fear where questions arise, such as: “If I decide to do what feels right to me, 

will I not lose all my visibility on Instagram?” or “If I decide to post less on Instagram will my 

community decides on not following me anymore?”.  

  Here, the dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach become clear. Instagram 

affects the individual by making certain platform affordances available for online participation. 

It enables artifacts that could be used to fulfil the needs and desires of the individuals. This 

affects well-being through the ‘outside in’ approach as it is influenced by external factors, 

Instagram in this case. However, as it is a constantly ongoing dynamic between the ‘outside in, 

inside out’ approach, there is also a response coming forward from the individual’s inner life 

that represents the ‘inside out’ approach. Among others, this example shows that the inner life 

often responds to the external factors through the ’inner critic’ that often causes various kinds 

of worries, fears, insecurities and doubts. These feelings, in turn, form the basis for what is 

subsequently being communicated to the outside world.  

  This example shows the relevance of embedding the ‘inner critic’ in this study as it is 

closely linked to the influence of Instagram on an individual’s sense of well-being. The ‘inner 

critic’ often plays a role in both the ‘outside in’ and the ‘inside out’ approach and thereby 

indirectly contributes to the way Instagram influences the well-being of an individual. For this 

interviewee the solution of resolving the constant battle of the ‘inner critic’ between the 

expectations of external factors like her community and the Instagram algorithm and what she 

truly wanted, was to truly focus on her personal desires and beliefs. Therefore, she tries to stay 

focused on ‘authenticity’ in her online behavior by following her personal beliefs, values and 

preferences (Lim et al., 2015: 133).  

  When returning to the example with ‘inspirator’ Kim Munnecom as important character, 

it shows another perspective regarding the ongoing dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside out’ 

approach. The ‘inspirator’ becomes the ‘outside in’, meaning that interviewees both observe 

and consume content and information given by the ‘inspirator’. Subsequently, these 
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interviewees assimilate this information within their personal lives and use this knowledge for 

self-reflection. They consider their own authenticity and are willing to apply this ‘authenticity’ 

within their own business. They translate and process everything that they have learned through 

the ‘outside in’ approach and use this knowledge by applying it through the ‘inside out’ 

approach to their own customers and community on Instagram. However, then the ongoing 

dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach directly reappears, because when the 

interviewee shares information with their community on Instagram from the ‘inside out’ 

approach, they immediately form the ‘outside in’ approach for their followers. This is because 

they form an inspiration to others. Here, self-determination theory can be applied and shows 

that autonomous and intrinsic motivation become most important within their way of 

communicating through Instagram. Being able to operate by applying personal beliefs, values 

and preferences increases the individual’s sense of well-being (Stephan, 2018; Martin & 

Wilson, 2017). In summary, it can be said that Instagram facilitates in authenticity by allowing 

‘inspirators’ to share their knowledge.  

   The fact that this interviewee struggles with her online way of behaving is not peculiar 

considering the statements given by Haimson et al. (2021) and Marwick (2013) who both 

believe that being truly authentic is ambiguous due to the complex relationship between the 

virtual persona and true self. This is also seen within the previously mentioned example of this 

interviewee. As virtual persona on Instagram, and particularly as ‘inspirator’ there might be a 

feeling of pressure; of needing to be present online to inspire the community while the authentic 

self has a different desire. As she illustrated, she does not have time available to be constantly 

present on Instagram, since creating content requests a lot of effort and time that is not always 

available. As an entrepreneur this time issue becomes an even bigger problem as almost all time 

needs to be invested in customers. This challenges authenticity on Instagram. The other three 

interviewees also underpin this observation.  

  The other two interviewees have different ‘inspirators’ with the main focus on external 

factors, meaning instead of focusing on ‘authenticity’ and ‘personal growth’, they mainly focus 

on business growth and information related to Instagram. Instead of focusing on their ‘personal 

growth’, the inner life, they are mainly focused on external factors with questions as: how to 

become successful when running a business, how to grow on Instagram and how to increase in 

clients? These two interviews have different desires that need to be fulfilled. For them it is not 

the inner life that is most important in experiencing well-being, for them it is the focus on 

external factors that have a dominating influence on how they feel. As both interviewees have 

a big interest in Instagram and entrepreneurship via Instagram, they are curious to learn more 
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on how to grow as business or as influencer on the Instagram platform. When considering uses 

and gratifications theory, these two interviewees implement different uses and practices on the 

platform to achieve that desired growth. Their uses on Instagram are more strategically focused. 

One of the two interviewees stated the following: 

 

 “Yes, I have thought about everything I share. It is not like I just randomly post 

content without thinking about it. There is always a thought behind it.” (Interview 

2, Appendix 1.2, p. 201).  

 

In comparison to the other two interviewees who mainly post content, find inspirators and 

participate on Instagram in a way that is in line with what feels right to them, this is something 

different. These two interviewees apply uses to not, in first instance, grow as a person, but to 

grow as a business or Instagram account. 

  However, one of these two interviewees sometimes focuses on ‘personal growth’ as 

well. Besides the strict strategies she wants to implement on Instagram, ‘positive well-being’ 

and ‘authenticity’ become important to the interviewee as well. She provides an example of 

Social Nomads4 who perfectly combines ‘the personal’ and business on her Instagram platform. 

The first interviewee feels attracted to this way of online behavior and also expresses 

preferences to this way of creating a successful online business. With Social Nomads as perfect 

example, she uses this strategy to grow as a platform and eventually as a business herself. 

Applying this strategy fulfils her need of growing online.  

  These two interviewees mainly focus on what strategies could be applied to grow as 

entrepreneur or to grow as ‘inspirator’ on Instagram. This dynamic is different than the ‘outside 

in, inside out’ approach. This approach could be defined as the ‘outside in, outside out’, 

meaning that they gain information based on the outside experiences, they use this information 

for inside rational processes with regard to their own business or Instagram platform, by 

subsequently implementing the information and strategies in the ‘outside’. Here, there is barely 

a connection with personal development. Their decisions are mainly based on the outside, 

instead of focusing on the ‘inside’ as well, meaning: listening to what they belief and what feels 

right to them. Considering self-determination theory here, it can be stated that these two 

interviewees mainly use autonomous motivation combined with extrinsic motivation. In other 

words, they voluntarily feel the need to acquire certain information, which is gathered within 

 
4 The Social Nomads Instagram page has been accessed on 6th of June 2022 via: 
https://www.instagram.com/social.nomads/   
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the outside world. For them gaining ‘knowledge’ and increase business and the Instagram 

platform creates a high sense of well-being.  

  The difference with the other two interviewees is interesting since it shows that well-

being can be achieved through Instagram by both ‘outside in’ and ‘inside out’ approaches. This 

is due to their personal preferences in relation to Instagram; two interviewees cared about 

personal growth and purely followed what corresponded with their feelings and beliefs as the 

other two interviewees add value to outside growth and adapt themselves to be successful as an 

entrepreneur and as an 'inspirator' on Instagram. Here, there is more focus on the numbers, such 

as engagement rate, following numbers and likes. These platform affordances might have a 

negative influence on sense of well-being as well.  

 

Negative well-being through Instagram 

Alongside the positive well-being and feelings achieved from Instagram, there are also 

influences through Instagram that impact an individual’s sense of well-being negatively. To 

gain a further understanding of the negative effects of Instagram on well-being, I look at the 

subthemes ‘obligation’ from the theme ‘motivation’, ‘inner critic’ from the theme ‘the rational’, 

and ‘negative feeling’ from the theme ‘the emotional’. 

  As stated by Kim et al. (2021) and Bucher (2018) a form of ‘obligation’ arises when 

considering the Instagram algorithm that has been created to support and shape social 

participation in ways that are specific to the architecture of Instagram. The analyzed data 

confirm this obligation by all four interviewees who experience pressure by the appreciation 

system of the algorithm. This means that they feel the need to be present on Instagram as often 

as possible to acquire a token of appreciation given by the algorithm. This appreciation system 

can produce a higher engagement rate, a growth in followers and in number of likes. This 

appreciation system is particularly important for the two interviewees who fully focus on 

growth as a business and as Instagram platform. Achieving a high engagement rate is an aim in 

itself to grow in followers in this way. However, this obligation created by the pressure of the 

algorithm had an impact on the emotions and feelings of the users, as also stated by Clarke 

(2020) and Meier (2018), with a low sense of well-being as a consequence.  

  The algorithm and the presence of an online community do not only create pressure, but 

also a feeling of insecurity and doubt. Three of four interviewees experienced a ‘negative 

feeling’ due to insecurity and doubts related to their online content. The appreciation system of 

Instagram including likes, comments and followers is often the perpetrator since it causes 
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comparison between the Instagram appreciations to the content of the interviewees and the 

appreciations of other entrepreneurs and inspirators on Instagram.  

  Here, the ‘inner critic’ comes forward that mainly focuses on negative beliefs and 

convictions gained over the years (Bradshaw, 2016). Learned negative beliefs and convictions 

by personal experiences over the years constantly appear to the mind when comparing numbers 

of ‘followers’, ‘likes’ and ‘comments’. This decreases a sense of well-being, as confirmed by 

the interviewees and by MacLean et al. (2020). MacLean et al. (2020) stated that this appears 

due to the fact that online photo and video viewing has been associated with triggering the 

negative self (inner critic) and social comparison by seeing the likes, comments and, also, 

followers of someone else (Maclean et al., 2020: 243). This is confirmed by the interviewees 

who experienced a ‘negative feeling’ by constantly seeing other (female) entrepreneurs being 

successful and gaining lots of social rewards, while their Instagram accounts were not growing 

that fast. Examples that underpin the presence of the ‘inner critic’ when experiencing negative 

feelings like anxiety, failure or insecurity while participating on Instagram are the following:  

 

“Yes, and then you see some entrepreneurs on Instagram who acquire 80 or 90 

customers with one simple Instagram post and then I think… yes, what am I doing 

wrong? Then I feel worse.” (Interview 3, Appendix 1.2, p. 224) 

 

“Sometimes, when participating on Instagram, I feel like: ‘well, I'm not worth it’ 

and ‘others do much better’, but that is part of being a human, isn't it? That little 

voice that always comes to mind.” (Interview 1, Appendix 1.2, p. 179) 

 

These two examples show clearly what I refer to as the ‘inner critic’. It is that little voice that 

responds to certain events, like the Instagram appreciation system that creates a feeling of 

anxiety, failure or insecurity as a response. It is that ongoing dynamic: the outside has an effect 

on the inside, as a consequence that the influenced inside responds in a different way to the 

outside. When considering the second example, something is observed on Instagram that 

subsequently evokes a feeling of uncertainty by means of the ‘inner critic’ (outside in). Due to 

this often negative self-image belonging to the ‘inner critic’, this uncertainty remains in this 

person's system, so that this uncertainty is also reflected in the outside world, in this case on 

Instagram (inside out). This is a vicious cycle that continues until the individual decides to stop 

comparing his/her success to that of others. 
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  In addition, one of the interviewees specifically mentions FOMO as a feeling she often 

experienced when she was not being present on Instagram. FOMO means: Fear of Missing Out. 

She felt an anxiety of missing certain events or information when not being present on 

Instagram. Within the analyzed data, similar codes to anxiety were retrieved. Examples are: 

stress, insecurity, panicking and confusion.  

  The negative influence of Instagram mainly deals with controlled and extrinsic 

motivation. The Instagram algorithm creates a form of pressure by determining the 

performances of an individual on Instagram (Clarke, 2020; Meier, 2018). The analyzed data 

confirm this observation. For all four interviewees the algorithm created some form of pressure 

and ‘obligation’ for them to be present online. Two of these interviewees, as discussed earlier, 

decided to anticipate on these expectations and adjusted their own behavior to still be able to 

meet the algorithms’ requirements. The other two interviewees tried to release this pressure by 

listening to Kim Munnecom and her belief in ‘authentic entrepreneurship’, however, this 

remains difficult for them since the algorithm stays powerful and determines how successful 

they can be on Instagram.  

 

4.2.3 Well-being and authentic online entrepreneurship 

How are well-being and authenticity intertwined within authentic entrepreneurship? Since an 

‘inspirator’ on Instagram is similar to an entrepreneur due to activities with sometimes earned 

income, I designate ‘inspirator’ as entrepreneur as well within this subsection. To gain a further 

understanding of the relationship between well-being and authentic entrepreneurship the 

themes ‘motivation’, ‘the spiritual’, ‘the rational’ and ‘the emotional’ with the subthemes 

‘authenticity’, ‘positive well-being’, ‘intuition’ and ‘inspiration’ will be included. 

 

The differences between ‘the rational’ and ‘the spiritual’ in relation to well-being 

As stated within the theoretical framework; ‘authenticity’ and ‘positive well-being’ are strongly 

related to each other (Lim et al., 2015). This is also confirmed within the analyzed data. Since 

all four interviewees operate in an entrepreneurial way, with ‘the personal’ (Shir, 2015) as their 

determining factor, they include some form of authenticity within their work, their online 

content and/or online communication. This is due to the fact that adding any form of personal 

values, preferences and beliefs increases well-being and fosters creative processes within 

entrepreneurship (Stephan, 2018; Martin & Wilson, 2017).  

  As stated before, two interviewees mainly focus on the ‘outside in, outside out’ 

approach, meaning that they gain knowledge in relation to successful strategies and algorithmic 
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requirements and implement this information within their business to grow in clients and on 

Instagram. These two interviewees mainly focus on ‘the rational’. They are interested in 

external growth and therefore use their entrepreneurial ‘mindset’ to gain knowledge. Instead of 

fully basing their decisions on their inner life, they base their decisions on external factors and 

information. Even though authenticity is highly subjective and there is no right or wrong, it can 

be discussed whether this form of entrepreneurship can still be called ‘authentic 

entrepreneurship’ as ‘authentic entrepreneurship’ has a full focus on the authentic self, 

including the entrepreneur’s values, norms and personal beliefs. These become the driving force 

when being present online (Greyling, 2020; Haimson et al., 2021: 423:2).  

  On the one hand, this can be doubted as they use external information and implement 

this knowledge within their business. On the other hand, they feel the need to gain outside 

knowledge to foster growth on Instagram and in sales. Considering self-determination theory, 

this form of motivation is still autonomous and intrinsic. By contrast, there might still be some 

controlled and extrinsic motivation involved in this situation. Both interviewees are willing to 

grow in sales and in success on Instagram. This means that they are obliged to follow the 

algorithmic requirements to be able to grow fast. Conversely, it does not feel like an obligation 

to them but a necessity to obtain this information with growth as a consequence. Even though 

the theme ‘the spiritual’ with the subtheme ‘authenticity’ is completely separate from this, their 

well-being increases due to the fact that they can do what makes them most happy.  

  For these two interviewees, authenticity is therefore not directly incorporated in their 

self-determination processes, but in the ‘uses’ of uses and gratification theory. What they offer 

as services and what they perform is completely in line with their greatest passion, with the 

consequence that the entrepreneurial practices are purely experienced as ‘inspiration’ instead 

of ‘obligation’. Here, ‘positive well-being’ is the final outcome. This observation confirms what 

Stephan (2018) discussed. He stated that entrepreneurs constantly experience happiness, 

because they managed to turn their passion into their work.  

 The other two interviewees who had the main focus on the ‘outside in, inside out’ 

approach experience a clear and close connection between ‘positive well-being’ and ‘authentic’ 

entrepreneurship. In comparison to the other two interviewees, these interviewees have a main 

focus on ‘the spiritual’ instead of ‘the rational’. For them a ‘positive well-being’ immediately 

arises as soon as they are able to run their business from unconditional ‘authenticity’. For both 

interviewees ‘authenticity’ means running a business based on fun and ease, inspired by 

‘inspirator’ Kim Munnecom. One of these two interviewees feels ‘authentic’ by determining 

her decisions on what her ‘intuition’ is telling her to do. Based on her intuition, she applies uses 
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and practices that satisfy both her customers and herself. The other interviewee is still very 

much discovering her own ‘personal growth’ and is therefore closely following Kim 

Munnecom. In this way, she hopes to gain power over her ‘inner critic’ and to run her business 

based on ‘intuition’. Having all four interviewees in mind, two out of four interviewees 

underpin the statement by Johannisson (2009) who argues that entrepreneurs are mainly guided 

by their habits, feelings and intuition. By following their intuition, they are able to be fully 

authentic as entrepreneur that directly leads to a higher sense of well-being.  

  This directly relates to self-determination theory and uses and gratification theory as 

intuition plays a large role in how two of the interviewees practice what they consider to be 

authentic entrepreneurship. They have autonomous and intrinsic motivation as underlying 

motivations. Here, ‘uses’ and ‘practices’ relate to how these two interviewees participate on 

Instagram. This connects to what they share as information in their content and when to share. 

One of these interviewees gives an example that sometimes, when she experiences ‘negative 

feelings’, she strongly feels that it might be important to share this sensitive moment with her 

followers as she is also just a person who experiences emotional ups and downs. As soon as she 

shares these sensitive stories with her community, it produces a lot of response from her 

community through ‘comments’ or ‘likes’. This is partly because it is recognizable to many of 

her followers and they like to talk to her about it. So, although it felt scary to her at first to share 

this sensitive moment, she is always grateful when she does as the sense of connection with her 

community feels even stronger than before. This made her realize that listening to her 

feelings/intuition is really important for the connection with her community; Instagram 

becomes a vehicle for intuition.   

  Since the previous mentioned ‘uses’ are fully focused on the authentic self the sense of 

well-being of these two interviewees increases. This is different in comparison to the other two 

interviewees, who had the main focus on ‘the rational’ with applying self-determination within 

their uses and practices guided by autonomous and extrinsic motivation. This means that they 

are able to be autonomous in their decision making, yet it is often influenced by strategies and 

other information retrieved from the outside to grow as a business and as platform on Instagram. 

For them well-being does not increase due to personal satisfaction, but due to a growth in 

numbers on Instagram and within their business. To summarize, there are clear differences 

between how ‘the rational’ and ‘the spiritual’ influence well-being and authentic 

entrepreneurship, however both themes result in ‘positive well-being’.  

 



INSTAGRAM, WELL-BEING AND AUTHENTIC ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

86 

‘Inspiration’ in relation to well-being 

The previous subsection mainly focused on self-determination and what motivations were used 

to take action in specific uses and practices. However, when fully focusing on the ‘uses’ in uses 

and gratification theory, there is another way in which authentic entrepreneurship and increased 

well-being become discernable. For all four interviewees this is the subtheme ‘inspiration’ 

within the theme ‘motivation’. Here, ‘inspiration’ also directly forms the need all four 

interviewees pursue when participating on Instagram. All four interviewees experience an 

increased sense of well-being when they are able to ‘inspire’ their community or clients. 

However, only one of the three interviewees feels ‘authentic’ enough to share real and personal 

stories, meaning not only sharing the positive things, but also feeling authentic and confident 

enough to share more real and personal stories. Sharing these real and personal stories is a way 

‘uses’ can be implemented to fulfil that need to ‘inspire’.  

  An example was giving by one of the interviewees who felt extremely scared to share a 

personal experience. This interviewee had a brain tumor when she was 15 years old. This event 

formed her and became a guiding principle within her life. She had never shared this experience 

on Instagram, but decided it was time to share it with her community. Mainly due to the fact 

that she wanted to be more authentic within her community. Here, the ‘inner critic’ created 

anxiety about possible negative responses. But she listened to everything she had learned as 

part of her ‘personal growth’ and decided to act in line with her ideas about ‘authenticity’. She 

shared her story and the responses were amazing, the connections became even stronger and 

people could relate to what she had been through. She ‘inspired’ people with her authenticity, 

strength and power.  

 Another interviewee, the branding photographer, achieved an increased well-being 

when sharing beautiful photos on her Instagram platform that created an attractive Instagram 

grid. This is her way of applying ‘uses’ to fulfil that need of ‘inspiration’, because she ‘inspired’ 

people with all ‘authentic’ photos she took from other authentic entrepreneurs. She further 

illustrates that she even considered adding ‘authenticity’ to her title as “branding photographer”, 

which would be “authentic branding photographer”. She considered this addition due to the fact 

that she truly cares about her clients’ ‘authenticity’. Not only does the end result becomes more 

beautiful if the customer can be completely authentic on branding photos, but the photographer 

also feels more ‘inspired’ and connected with the client, so that creative processes flow and 

ensure an even better result. It is the dynamic of connecting with the person in front of the 

camera who feels inspired by the photographer resulting in more authenticity, which 

subsequently leads to more inspiration for the photographer herself. This dynamic provides the 
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most beautiful branding photos. It directly confirms the statement made by Stephan (2018) and 

Martin and Wilson (2017) who stated that including authenticity within an entrepreneurship is 

important to foster creative processes and increase well-being.  

 Moreover, all four interviewees state that well-being and entrepreneurship are closely 

related to each other. One interviewee notes that “being an entrepreneur is extremely personal. 

It goes hand in hand with each other.” (Interview 4, Appendix 1.2, p. 258). This confirms the 

statement made by Shir (2015) who underpinned that ‘the personal’ within entrepreneurship is 

important to consider. When your company grows, you also grow enormously as a person and 

within personal development. To summarize, authenticity can be experienced in different ways; 

by following your gut feeling or intuition, by being authentic within the connection and 

communication with others or within the way they perform their services.  
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5. Discussion 
Within the previous chapter the data of both methods were analyzed and discussed separately 

from each other. However, to be able to answer the research questions it is important to 

understand how both analyses correspond with each other.  

 

5.1 Defining well-being and the way it is experienced 

This first subsection combines 4.1.1 and 4.2.1 and answers the first sub-question that is defined 

as: “What is well-being and how is it experienced by individuals?”. To formulate the answer to 

this sub-question, well-being as a concept will be defined first. Secondly, this subsection dives 

further into the way well-being is experienced and how these experiences differ per participant.  

 

The definition of well-being 

All participants define and experience well-being in a similar way and connect it to the themes 

‘the rational’, ‘the spiritual’ and ‘the emotional’. Within the autoethnography I defined well-

being as “the state of experiencing a pure feeling of thankfulness and happiness by being fully 

okay with who you are, what you have and where you are”. ‘The spiritual’, ‘the emotional’ and 

‘the rational’ can be distinguished within this definition by having the main focus on 

experiencing thankfulness and happiness, which can both be identified as ‘positive feelings’, 

and by being fully okay with who you are. Considering self-determination theory and uses and 

gratifications theory, a connection between these three themes and the two theories can be 

made. ‘The spiritual’ and ‘the rational’ include the ways needs and desires are created. Here, it 

is the desire to experience happiness and thankfulness coming forward from a certain 

‘awareness’ and ’mindset’. The uses and practices applied to fulfil this desire eventually leads 

to the theme ‘the emotional’ that includes a ‘positive feeling’ resulting in a growth in well-

being.  

 The interviewees, however, formulate two different definitions for the concept well-

being. The first definition given by two of four interviewees focuses on the themes ‘the rational’ 

and ‘the emotional’. According to them well-being can be defined as “the way you experience 

life and how you feel within that life”. ‘The rational’ can be identified within this definition by 

having their focus on ‘mindset’ that is implemented in external factors. These external factors 

influence ‘the emotional’ by resulting in ‘positive well-being or ‘negative well-being’. In 

comparison to the definition given within the autoethnography, the desires and needs of these 

two interviewees mainly arise from ‘the rational’, meaning that it is influenced by their 

‘mindset’ or ‘inner critic’. Even though, this differs from the autoethnography, it still has the 
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same outcome, namely: a ‘positive feeling’ and a growth in well-being. Here, the ‘outside in’ 

approach can be identified. This means that how these interviewees feel and experience well-

being, depends on external factors. For example, these interviewees experience a positive 

feeling as soon as they perceive a growth in engagement rate on Instagram. This shows a 

difference in comparison to the definition given within the autoethnography, which is mainly 

focused on a constantly ongoing ‘awareness’ of thankfulness and happiness within life. Here, 

the main focus is on the ‘inside out’ approach that reveals itself by the way the main focus of 

the definition is on the inner life that translates itself to the events occurring in the physical 

world.  

  The other two interviewees formulated a definition with the main focus on ‘the spiritual’ 

and ‘the emotional’, since they fully focus on the inner life that includes a focus on happiness, 

self-esteem, life satisfaction, and subjective wellness (Migdal & MacDonald, 2013: 274). They 

defined well-being as “having enough energy to do the things you love most and feeling and 

being okay no matter what happens within your life”. This definition corresponds to the 

definition given within the autoethnography, since it also fully focuses on the ‘inside out’ 

approach. ‘The rational’ can also be interpreted within this definition. This can be seen within 

“feeling and being okay no matter what happens within your life”. This part specifically deals 

with ‘mindset’, as it illustrates the importance of how someone responds to certain events in 

life (Bradshaw, 2016). Therefore, considering self-determination theory and uses and 

gratifications theory, these two interviewees also have their desires and needs created by ‘the 

rational’ and ‘the spiritual’, similar to the autoethnography. Also here, uses and practices are 

applied to have a ’positive feeling’ and an increased sense of well-being as outcome.  

 The definitions given by all participants within this study underpin that well-being is 

indeed subjective as it can be experienced and felt in multiple ways (Migdal & MacDonald, 

2013). Due to the subjective experiences of well-being, the desired needs and applied uses of 

Instagram are subjective as well, yet often influenced by ‘the rational’ and ‘the spiritual’. 

However, based on the analysis, there were similar desires and needs to discern that translated 

themselves into motivations when it comes to how the participants discuss well-being and the 

way they use Instagram to fulfil certain needs. A clear corresponding need was the desire to 

‘inspire’ and ‘connect’ with other people, both online and offline. To fulfill this desire, they 

adopted similar practices that allowed them to ‘inspire’ and ‘connect’ with their community. 

They did this, for example, by sharing personal Stories and provoking responses from the 

community by asking questions. In addition, all five participants really try to be part of their 

community and ‘connect’ with each of their followers, or whoever feels an interest to connect. 
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For three of these participants, it is really about having a real, authentic connection with their 

community. However, for the other two participants there is another idea behind this active 

participation. It is the idea that with every connection made, there could be a new potential 

customer. So, they apply the same uses, but with a different need in mind.   

 

Experiencing well-being 

As illustrated within the autoethnography, I highlight the importance of the inner life that 

involves emotions, thoughts and feelings. For me this is the way well-being is mostly 

experienced and differs from the statements of Bernstein (1998), Helliwell and Barrington-

Leigh (2010) and Van Beuningen and Kloosterman (2011). According to them well-being is 

influenced by a combination of the inner life and external factors. However, while I experience 

well-being through both inner life and external factors, for me the inner life is dominating. This 

directly relates to the ‘inside out’ approach, in which the inner life becomes the basis for 

experiencing well-being while being influenced by external factors. I believe that the way 

external factors influence well-being, depends on the strength of one’s inner life. The 

autoethnography further illustrates this observation by comparing the period before my 

depression and the period after my depression. Before my depression there was an imbalance 

within my inner life. I was not taking care of myself, which made me more sensitive to the 

impact of external factors. However, a few months after my depression I was taking care of 

myself on a daily basis by meditation and journaling. These exercises allowed me to remain 

more “neutral” and calmer in situations created by external factors. As a result, my well-being 

remained much more stable than before my depression. 

 The analyzed data showed that the functioning of the ‘inner critic’ is important to 

include in the consideration of how well-being is experienced by an individual. Keeping in 

mind that the ‘inner critic’ is highly subjective and not the same for everyone, it did become 

extremely powerful in my personal experiences; similar to the experiences of the four 

interviewees. Within the autoethnography I narrate an example of how my ‘inner critic’ became 

my motivation for participating on Instagram. I was so preoccupied with what my community 

and the Instagram algorithm expected of me, that it no longer mattered what I personally desired 

in terms of the content I made, the information I shared and the way I participated on Instagram. 

The external factors, such as the Instagram algorithm and my community, became my 

motivation. In terms of self-determination, it was a motivation formed by controlled and 

extrinsic motivation. This influenced my sense of well-being negatively. That is why I believe 

it is of great importance to include the 'inner critic' in the way well-being is experienced. If the 
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‘inner critic’ is too powerful and someone is not able to nuance this more by listening to their 

inner authentic self as well, then external factors, like negative comments on posts, may be 

experienced differently and have a different, probably more negative effect on well-being than 

if someone recognizes this little voice and knows how to deal with it once it appears again. 

However, as stated before, the strength of the ‘inner critic’ differs per person and, as it is highly 

subjective, it might be experienced differently per person. Yet, based on the analyzed data, all 

five participants experienced a strong ‘inner critic’ when participating as entrepreneur or 

influencer on Instagram due to the pressure and expectations of the algorithm and their 

community. Meaning that the ‘inner critic’ forms the need to respond to external factors and 

adjusts the applied uses and practices to fulfil this need. However, this way of applying uses 

and practices does not guarantee a growth in well-being. This is also confirmed by Bradshaw 

(2016) and Townrend (2018) as they underpin the importance of the strength of the ‘inner critic’ 

in experiencing well-being and the way one experiences life.  

 The interviewees within this study experience well-being in a similar way as described 

within the autoethnography. There is a clear discrepancy between one interviewee and the other 

three. The three interviewees also experience well-being by using the ‘inside out’ approach with 

a focus on the inner life that translates itself to external factors. They have a main focus on 

‘personal growth’ resulting in ‘positive well-being’ and foster their well-being by having a high 

‘awareness’ translated from the inner life into the experienced life. This high ‘awareness’ 

ensures a higher appreciation for events including small moments during daily life. An example 

is given by one interviewee who illustrates a slow morning in which she enjoys a delicious cup 

of coffee and shares this with her community over Instagram stories. This directly increases her 

sense of well-being.  

However, similar to the autoethnographic observations; the often negative ‘inner critic’ 

becomes a relevant key player within the way well-being is experienced. One of the 

interviewees further elaborates on this dynamic by stating that she knows exactly how to 

experience well-being and how to foster it, however, the ‘inner critic’ often becomes the killjoy. 

An example is her desire to create less content for Instagram in order to spend that extra time 

on a daily walk. Yet the ‘inner critic’ is telling her not to go for a walk as she has work to do 

that needs to be finished first. The ‘inner critic’, as also confirmed by Bradshaw (2016) and 

Townrend (2018), constantly emerges as a little voice to tell you that the only thing that matters 

are events and work-related practices to perform and satisfy the expectations of the outside 

world, like the expectations of the Instagram algorithm and the community. 
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  Within this study there is one interviewee who experiences well-being from the ‘outside 

in’ approach. She also experiences well-being through emotions, feelings and thoughts as stated 

by Bernstein (1998), Helliwell and Barrington-Leigh (2010) and Van Beuningen and 

Kloosterman (2011), however they are influenced by and dependent on external factors. This 

interviewee thus supports the statements of Bernstein (1998) and Costache et al. (2017) about 

well-being being predominantly influenced by external factors by confirming that her well-

being increases as soon as the circumstances in her experienced life are favorable. This way of 

experiencing well-being therefore differentiates from that of the other participants. This also 

illustrates the dynamics and the differences of the 'outside in, inside out' approach. Four 

participants, including myself, have invested in personal growth by reflecting on past 

experiences, resulting in a different view on life. An example is the way I changed my 

perspective on my Instagram behavior. I decided to stop focusing on the expectations of the 

algorithm and my community as it turned out to be extremely unhealthy and impacted my well-

being negatively. For these four participants, well-being comes from within by default and 

external factors function as a stimulus that occasionally slightly increases and decreases. They 

have already experienced the dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach and have shifted 

from ‘outside in’ to ‘inside out’. The other participant has a different perspective on life and 

mainly experiences a growth in well-being when her external factors are favorable.  

  To conclude, well-being is experienced and defined differently per individual. Some 

might experience well-being through the ‘outside in’ approach in which external factors, in this 

case the expectations of the Instagram algorithm and the community become the determining 

factor. For others the ‘inside out’ approach is more important with the inner life as determining 

factor. This means that the concept of 'well-being' still remains highly subjective, but that in 

this study there is a majority in favor of experiencing well-being via the 'inside out' approach 

with autonomous and intrinsic motivation as the guiding principle.  

 

5.2 Contribution of Instagram to well-being 

This second subsection discussed within 4.1.2, 4.1.3 and 4.2.2 responds to the second sub-

question that is defined as: “How does Instagram contribute to an individual’s sense of well-

being?”. To formulate the answer to this sub-question both analyzed methods will be discussed 

first and then compared to each other.  

 The results of both analyses render that Instagram mainly influences an individual’s 

sense of well-being positively through ‘inspiration’. Considering self-determination theory, 

‘Inspiration’ forms a desire in two ways here. Firstly, it can be the desire to find outside 
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‘inspiration’ by following an ‘inspirator’, for example who shares appealing content and 

knowledge. Considering the dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach, ‘inspiration’ 

gained through ‘inspirators’ relates to the ‘outside in’ approach, meaning that obtained 

inspiration is mostly used for inner processes. Furthermore, this way of finding ‘inspiration’ 

also connects to the ‘inside out’ approach. This is because all participants gained ‘inspiration’ 

and ‘knowledge’ through Instagram ‘inspirators’, and directly translated it into new expertise 

that could be shared with their community from the ‘inside out’ approach. All participants 

within this study confirmed that Instagram contributed to their personal or business growth by 

facilitating ‘inspirators’ like Sanny Verhoeven and Kim Munnecom. By allowing these 

‘inspirators’ to share all knowledge and information within their online communities, people 

are able to grow. For two of the five participants this way of growing was not fully focused on 

personal growth, but mainly on business growth.  

  Within the autoethnography I narrate that Instagram is the primary reason for my 

personal and business growth. It was the platform that I used to fulfil my desires of personal 

growth. This is similar to the story of the interviewee who received gratefully Direct Messages 

from followers who she unconsciously helped growing by sharing knowledge, her passion and 

all information gained over the years through personal experiences. This is the same for me. 

My personal example combined with the example of the other interviewee shows that Instagram 

is an effective platform for personal growth and business growth from which a lot of knowledge 

can be obtained. This also applies to two other interviewees who also have personal 

‘inspirators’, such as Kim Munnecom, who ensure personal growth and the acquisition of 

knowledge and wisdom. This illustrates that Instagram does not solely contribute to well-being 

in short term, meaning for one or two days, but ultimately also in the long term, which means 

more than one month. All these examples combined show the dynamic of the ‘outside in, inside 

out’ approach in which well-being is gained and fostered through Instagram. 

  Secondly, ‘inspiration’ can form a different desire, namely the desire to be an 

‘inspiration’ for other people by sharing information from within as online entrepreneur or 

inspirator. This immediately shows the dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach. The 

‘inside out’ approach functions as the entrepreneur or inspirator who shares content from within 

to the outside in order to ‘inspire’ their community. This practically always increases the 

individual’s sense of well-being. An example of one of the interviewees illustrates how 

‘inspiration’ through the ‘inside out’ approach fosters well-being. This interviewee explained 

in the interview that she often receives Direct Messages from unknown people within her 

community that have been following her for a while and want to thank her for helping them 



INSTAGRAM, WELL-BEING AND AUTHENTIC ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

94 

grow the way they did thanks to her way of sharing information and knowledge. She inspired 

her community, which resulted in personal growth for her followers. This example further 

illustrates the dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach as the entrepreneur or influencer 

shared from an ‘inside out’ perspective and directly becomes an ‘outside in’ for the Instagram 

user consuming the content.  

  With “practically always experiencing an increased sense of well-being” I mean to say 

that there is sometimes another underlying motivation that creates the need to be present on 

Instagram to ‘inspire’ other people. This is the subtheme ‘obligation’ from the theme 

‘motivation’ and is acknowledged by all participants within this study. Here, the need for 

‘inspiration’ changes into a feeling of ‘obligation’ that creates a motivation formed from 

controlled and extrinsic motivation. This is due to the pressure given by the algorithm and the 

expected expectations of the community. However, when discussing this pressure there is also 

a need to include the subtheme ‘inner critic’ from theme ‘the rational’. As stated by Townrend 

(2008) it is the voice of convention, meaning that when an entrepreneur or inspirator decides to 

participate on Instagram combined with the requirements of the algorithm, the ‘inner critic’ of 

all five participants creates a convention that states that they must participate as often as 

possible to be successful. This is observed in both analyses.  

  Within the autoethnography, the strength of my ‘inner critic’ combined with the 

experienced increasing pressure of the algorithm and my community became my pitfall. I was 

fully focused on the social reward system created by Instagram resulting in an obsessive ‘inner 

critic’ that wanted more: higher numbers, more likes and to become a bigger ‘inspirator’ on 

Instagram. Here, a negative relation between ‘inspiring’ people through Instagram and well-

being can be distinguished, as ‘inspiring’ people becomes some sort of addiction to feel better 

about oneself. If this addiction is not satisfied, it often leads to a decrease in well-being. This 

observation is underpinned by all participants. It directly confirms the statements of Allcot et 

al. (2019) and Turkle (2005) who stated that there are negative correlations between the 

intensive Instagram use and well-being. 

  This section started with ‘inspiration as ‘outside in’ approach, followed by ‘inspiration’ 

as ‘inside out’ approach because the online entrepreneur and inspirator shared content from 

within with their community. However, the dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach 

also continues when the entrepreneur or inspirator shares ‘inspiration’ from the ‘inside out’, 

because simultaneously they also function as content consumer in search for ‘inspiration’ or 

‘knowledge’ on Instagram in order to increase their own expertise and feel inspired. Due to the 

connection with others within the community, ideas and knowledge could be shared to evolve 
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as a person or as business. This is acknowledged by all participants. It also directly aligns with 

Jenkins’s (2002) ideas about convergence culture and participatory culture that facilitate online 

community-creation, connecting with new people and sharing ideas and knowledge. This 

ensures an increase in well-being and confirms Canady’s (2018) observations that Instagram 

contributes to a sense of well-being through community formation, which is about relationships, 

hope and feeling connected (p.4). 

  The importance of feeling ‘inspired’ by personal communities is also reflected within 

both analyses. Within the autoethnography, I narrate that my community became specifically 

relevant in times of depression, since they gave me hope, inspired me to be strong and decreased 

my negative feelings. Therefore, even though I went through a hard and difficult time, my 

community made me experience positive emotions through support and by connecting with 

people who experienced a similar situation. This confirms the statements made by Zhan et al. 

(2016) and Symon et al. (20212) who stated that Instagram usage induces a positive effect and 

an increased sense of well-being, since the social support through other users reduces a feeling 

of stress and depression. This is also supported by two of four interviewees who also 

experienced a challenging period in which their community became of big relevance. It 

confirms the statement of Symon et al. (2012) that experiencing positive emotions through 

intimacy, support and help through other, like-minded people leads to more positivity and 

feelings of happiness, which eventually contributes to a higher sense of well-being. In total, 

three out of five participants within this study confirm this observation. 

 To summarize, Instagram contributes to an individual’s sense of well-being by allowing 

inspiration through ‘outside in’ and ‘inside out’ approach. Using Instagram to fulfil the desire 

of finding or sharing ‘inspiration’ mainly increases feelings of well-being for all included 

participants. However, ‘inspiration’ can be combined with ‘knowledge’ and ‘connection’ to 

foster an increase in well-being. This means that ‘inspiration’ could be used to distribute 

‘knowledge’ on Instagram to ‘inspire’ other people within or outside a community and to 

‘connect’ with people by sharing ‘inspiring’ personal stories resulting in new connections. 

Here, ‘inspirators’ like influencers or entrepreneurs are relevant online personalities that foster 

growth and well-being.  

 

5.3 Growing as a person and as a business through Instagram 

The previous subsection discussed how Instagram contributes to an individual’s sense of well-

being in a more general way by focusing on the platform affordances that foster well-being. 

This subsection focuses on the platform affordances being used and implemented to fulfil the 
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desires that eventually lead to an increased sense of well-being. This helps to answer the 

following sub-question: “In what ways has Instagram affected my personal development and 

contributed to the creation of my business?”.  

 Similar to what has been described within subsection 4.1.2 the underlying motivation 

for me to grow personally and as a business through Instagram is ‘inspiration’ and ‘knowledge’ 

with ‘obligation’ as a small contribution. Instagram contributed to my personal development 

and the rise of my business in multiple ways. Firstly, as described within the autoethnography, 

Instagram became the platform that I used to fulfil my desire of growing as a person. While 

using Instagram, I learned a great deal about self-love, self-worth and mindfulness. My personal 

journey started on Instagram with ‘knowledge’ as motivation with a desire to grow as a person. 

In terms of self-determination, autonomous and intrinsic motivation were the leading forces. 

The ‘outside in’ approach can be distinguished here. In order to grow, I needed ‘information’ 

and ‘knowledge’ from experts by experience. For me this was ‘inspirator’ SannyZoektGeluk. 

Subsequently, I could draw on knowledge that I gained from her in order to make changes to 

how I looked at the world. 

  Secondly, Instagram as external factor also created a new desire that I obtained by 

following ‘inspirator’ SannyZoektGeluk. It showed me how it is to inspire other people within 

a community and that I could actually have an impact if I tried hard enough to grow in the 

number of followers. It was the start of my own Instagram platform in which I desired to inspire 

people with beautiful images and quotes related to personal growth. Instagram offered me the 

opportunity to reach that audience. I, therefore, applied multiple uses that are similar to the uses 

of the interviewees. Firstly, I created beautiful photos as this was one of my biggest hobbies 

and I knew that a beautiful looking Instagram grid was a way to attract new followers. This is 

also confirmed by two of the four interviewees. For them creating a beautiful Instagram grid is 

part of their passion and also forms the perfect way of attracting new followers and thus new 

potential customers. This process fulfilled the desire of being creative with photography when 

photographing, editing and sharing. For all three interviewees this increases well-being.  

The second use I applied was finding ‘inspiration’ elsewhere by following ‘inspirators’ 

and trying to become part of their community by active participation. This use is part of the 

‘outside in’ approach in two ways. Firstly, because I try to find information through external 

factors and secondly, because this way of actively participating in a community was part of my 

strategy to grew even more in followers on my Instagram platform. This observation is also 

confirmed by all four interviewees who have been applying this same use to fulfil the desire of 

Instagram growth and reaching new potential customers.  
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As described within the previous subsection, a different need was created as soon as 

‘obligation’ took over due to the pressure of the Instagram algorithm and the community. This 

need given by ‘obligation’ is confirmed by three of four interviewees. Yet, this period was 

necessary to create my business The AuthenticLabel. Due to the Instagram pressure ‘awareness’ 

was created and made me realize that this ‘obligated’ need needed to change into a desire that 

was built on autonomous and intrinsic motivation. I decided to focus again on my biggest 

passions and create a business out of it. Instagram facilitated and fulfilled this desire by 

providing platform affordances that enable potential customers to contact me on Instagram by 

sending me Direct Messages. Applying uses and practices that fitted this desire, resulted 

immediately in an increased sense of well-being.  

 

5.4 Connection between well-being and online entrepreneurship 

The previous subsections can be compared with the steps taken to arrive at this section that 

mainly focuses on online entrepreneurship in relation to well-being. It frames the dynamics of 

the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach, in which the ‘outside in’ approach starts with gaining 

information and knowledge from the outside, for example by gaining knowledge from 

‘inspirators’ on Instagram and use that information to process and evolve as a person within the 

inner life with an increased sense of well-being as a consequence. This expertise can be 

communicated from the ‘inside out’, by sharing knowledge with a community on Instagram to 

reach potential customers for example. This way of applying inside knowledge and information 

to the outside partly illustrates the relationship between entrepreneurship and well-being. This 

dynamic directly frames the sub-question for this subsection: “how are well-being and online 

entrepreneurship connected?”. To shape the answer to this question, the analyzed data 

displayed in subsection 4.1.4 and 4.2.3 will be combined. 

  Both analyses show the importance of the themes ‘the emotional’, ‘the rational’ and ‘the 

spiritual’ and how they directly connect to experiences of and ideas about ‘authenticity’. All 

five participants within this study emphasize that well-being and online entrepreneurship cannot 

be seen separately from each other. As entrepreneur you are always liable for what happens and 

has happened. This is also confirmed by all five participants who state that as an entrepreneur, 

your well-being has a close connection with your company, mainly due to the fact that you are 

the person behind your own business. When sharing content on Instagram for example, it is 

often based on expertise based on personal experience. For three of four participants their 

Instagram content is based on their personal lives. One of them is a coach and shares very 

personal moments with her community. This is part of her business, as she is able to help other 



INSTAGRAM, WELL-BEING AND AUTHENTIC ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

98 

people with her story and may attract new customers. However, on the other hand, there is a 

risk of more negative comments. Even though it is part of her business strategy, it might impact 

her personally as well.  

  Besides, the online entrepreneurial processes are directly affected once an entrepreneur 

experiences positive or negative feelings. Then uses and needs change. All five participants 

illustrated that their need to ‘inspire’ by sharing content on Instagram disappeared once they 

felt unhappy, sad or tired. They preferred to be more “invisible” by simply scrolling through 

their feed or watch funny videos that the Instagram algorithm recommended. So, online 

entrepreneurial activities are negatively influenced by negative emotions, especially because 

creativity cannot “flow” as soon as the entrepreneur encounters obstacles. This directly 

underpins Shir’s (2015) statement, who believed that the way an entrepreneur feels translates 

itself into any form of well-being, which may be positive or negative and directly influences 

entrepreneurial processes. Online entrepreneurship is also something that never ends (Brouwers 

& Witschge, 2019). There is almost always an underlying form of pressure to be present on 

Instagram all the time, to reach any potential customers who might be interested in the 

entrepreneur’s services or products. Therefore, it becomes extra important that the way one runs 

a business relates to them as a person. If it does not fit the authentic self, it might become a 

form of obligation and influences the entrepreneur’s sense of well-being negatively.  

  Since online entrepreneurship and well-being are closely related to each other, 

‘authenticity’ and ‘intuition’ become extremely important. This is due to the fact that adding 

any form of personal values, preferences and beliefs in created Instagram content for example, 

increases well-being and fosters creative processes within entrepreneurship (Stephan, 2018; 

Martin & Wilson, 2017). This is where ‘authentic entrepreneurship’ becomes important, in 

which the entrepreneur fully focuses on the ‘inside out’ approach and what is most crucial 

within its online communication. Meaning that decisions are fully made from within, by 

intuition or gut feeling for example, and applied to the outside. An example is sharing specific 

information on Instagram. This is confirmed by three out of five participants within this study 

who fully use their intuition as their guidance and share information on Instagram that fully 

corresponds with what feels right to them. This directly relates to self-determination theory and 

uses and gratification theory in terms of how these three participants determine the uses that 

need to be applied to fulfil that desire of ‘inspiration’ and obtain new customers, guided by 

intuition with autonomous and intrinsic motivation as underlying motivations. Since this is fully 

focused on the authentic self, their sense of well-being increases. This observation confirms the 

statement by Johannisson (2009) who considers ‘entrepreneurship’ as a field of practice, in 
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which entrepreneurs are guided by their habits, feelings and ‘intuition’. For three out of five 

participants ‘intuition’ forms a key resource within their entrepreneurial processes, acts and 

practices, and increases their well-being often.  

  However, there is a difference in observation considering these three participants and 

the other two participants who mainly focus on ‘the rational’, since they are interested in outside 

growth and therefore use their entrepreneurial ‘mindset’ to gain knowledge by actively 

participating on Instagram. Instead of making decisions out of their authentic self, they use 

gained knowledge by ‘inspirators’ on Instagram to make certain decisions. Authenticity is 

therefore not fully incorporated in the self-determination processes of these two interviewees, 

but in the ‘uses’ of uses and gratification theory. What they offer as services and what they 

perform on Instagram as entrepreneur or as ‘inspirator’ is completely in line with their greatest 

passion, with the consequence that the Instagram entrepreneurial practices are purely 

experienced as ‘inspiration’ and foster happiness. Here, ‘positive well-being’ is the final 

outcome. This observation confirms the statements by Stephan (2018). He stated that 

entrepreneurs constantly experience happiness, because they managed to turn their passion into 

their work.  

  Finally, there is one subtheme that might be the most relevant when considering the 

relation between well-being and (authentic) online entrepreneurship. This is ‘inspiration’ as 

also stated before. All participants experienced an increased sense of well-being when they 

were able to inspire their Instagram community by sharing inspiring content. ‘Inspiration’ 

occurs when including some form of authenticity within their online content and/or online 

communication. The fact that well-being increases by being able to ‘inspire’ others is because 

adding any form of personal values, preferences and beliefs increases well-being and fosters 

creative processes within entrepreneurship (Stephan, 2018; Martin & Wilson, 2017). It shows 

an ongoing dynamic that might be seen as the ‘inside out, outside in’ approach. Here, the ‘inside 

out’ approach occurs as described before: by bringing inside knowledge, information, feelings, 

emotions, beliefs or any other self-determined decisions to the outside that inspires people 

within the community. Since two parties are involved here, the entrepreneur on the one hand 

and the receiver on the other hand, feedback can be achieved that may eventually have an 

influence on the entrepreneur as well. This illustrates the dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside 

out’ approach again; continuous reflections can ensure growth for the entrepreneur as a person 

and as business. 
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5.5 Well-being reflected in performed practices by authentic entrepreneurs 

Authentic entrepreneurship is an important concept in this study. However, within an authentic 

entrepreneurship business is not solely about the entrepreneur’s sense of well-being, but it also 

relates to the customer’s sense of well-being. As mentioned within subsection 5.4, ‘inspiration’ 

became most important in the way the well-being of the entrepreneur was influenced. People 

within the Instagram community become inspired when they feel truly touched by what they 

hear, see or feel. In order to achieve this sense of inspiration in both the customer and the 

entrepreneur him/herself, well-being is also implemented in the work that is performed. This 

section will dive further into how well-being is reflected in the performed practices by authentic 

entrepreneurs and it will provide an answer to the sub-question “In what ways is well-being 

reflected within performed practices of authentic entrepreneurs?”. To answer this question, I 

combine insights from subsection 4.1.4e and 4.2.3.  

  Well-being is reflected within my work as authentic entrepreneur by always having my 

clients’ authenticity as starting point within our collaborations. This means that I always modify 

the way I work and what I create to the authentic self of my clients and their business, which 

includes personal believes, values, norms and preferences. I can maintain this starting position, 

since I already know beforehand whether the client fits my personal beliefs, values, norms and 

preferences or not. This allows me to help a customer from my own authenticity in relation to 

her authenticity and help them grow by applying authentic online marketing on their Instagram.  

  Relying on intuition is key. Two of four interviewees underpinned the importance of 

their intuition when helping or inspiring their customers or people within their community. The 

other two interviewees did not fully focus on their intuition, but mainly focused on what their 

rationale was telling them to do. They applied successful Instagram strategies based on prior 

knowledge. By following their passion for Instagram strategies, they still apply authenticity 

within their work, since they fully focus on what makes them most happy. Also here, the 

outcome is hoping they would inspire other people. This shows that ‘inspiration’ as desire 

remains of great importance. For all five participants ‘inspiration’ is a key desire within their 

work as (authentic) entrepreneur. Uses and practices are applied with the final aim to create a 

sense of ‘inspiration’ which leads to a happy, positive feeling and an increased well-being for 

both the entrepreneur and the customer.  
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Conclusion 
This study focused on how Instagram use contributes to an individual’s sense of well-being and 

how this is reflected in authentic entrepreneurship. To gain an in-depth understanding of the 

way well-being is experienced through and by using Instagram and how this is further 

implemented by (authentic) entrepreneurs, this research revolved around the following research 

question: “In what ways does Instagram use contribute to an individual's sense of well-being 

and what does this imply about authentic online entrepreneurship that aims to support well-

being on Instagram?”. To gain an answer to this research question five sub-questions were 

created.  

  The first sub-question focused on how individuals defined and experienced well-being. 

The concept well-being was defined in two different ways by all participants. The first 

definition had a main focus on the themes ‘the rational’ combined with ‘the emotional’ while 

the second definition had a main focus on the themes ‘the spiritual’ combined with ‘the 

emotional’. Both definitions consider the importance of how life is experienced and the feeling 

that is obtained by living life. For two participants, well-being was mainly obtained by living 

life through ‘the rational’ in which ‘mindset’ became a leading force. For the other three 

participants, including myself, well-being was mainly realized by living life through ‘the 

emotional’ in which ‘intuition’ became a leading force. Eventually, the participants defined 

well-being in a similar way as Mental Health Foundation (2016) and Aristotle (Bernstein, 1998) 

who defined well-being as “the state of being happy, healthy and/or comfortable in which true 

well-being is the ultimate end or goal of all our actions with happiness as leading force”. This 

ultimate goal was experienced in two ways. The two participants who had a main focus on ‘the 

rational’ experienced well-being by the way they experienced the external factors, meaning that 

when their Instagram account grew in followers or in engagement rate, they felt an increase in 

well-being. Here, the ‘outside in’ approach occurs. The other three participants who had their 

main focus on ‘the spiritual’ experienced well-being by their inner life, meaning that they are 

not directly affected by external factors, but they already experience an increased well-being 

by being fully okay with who they are. This means that they experience well-being regardless 

of whether their Instagram account is growing or not. Here, the ‘inside out’ approach is applied.  

The data of both methods illustrate that external factors are sometimes needed to 

undergo certain experiences to grow as an individual and learn about the way well-being is 

influenced and experienced. This way of growing and learning is different per individual, 

therefore, some might experience well-being through the ‘outside in’ approach in which 

external factors, like Instagram growth, become the determining factor. For others the ‘inside 
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out’ approach is more important with the inner life as determining factor. Well-being remains 

highly subjective, however, within this study there is a majority in favor of experiencing and 

self-determining well-being via the 'inside out' approach with autonomous and intrinsic 

motivation as the guiding principle. 

 The second sub-question focused on how Instagram contributes to an individual’s sense 

of well-being. The analyzed data discovered four uses and needs that formed a motivation and 

influenced well-being through or by using Instagram. The first, most important need is 

‘inspiration’. Instagram mainly contributes to an individual’s sense of well-being in a positive 

way by giving the opportunity to find ‘inspiration’ on the platform and allowing ‘inspirators’ 

to share inspiring content with their community. Considering the autoethnography, I used 

Instagram to fulfil the need of growing as a person. Instagram contributed to an increase in my 

sense of well-being by allowing ‘inspirators’ to help me in my personal journey. Here, the 

‘outside in, inside out’ approach could be distinguished. When considering the ‘outside in’ 

approach it applies to the individual user who consumes content to gain a feeling of ‘inspiration’ 

by collecting information. Considering my example in the autoethnography, this inspiring 

information helped me grow as a person and contributed to an increase in well-being. Besides, 

the ‘inside out’ approach applies to the entrepreneurs or inspirators. This means that 

‘inspiration’ could be used to distribute information and expertise from the ‘inside out’ on 

Instagram to ‘inspire’ other people within or outside a community. As confirmed by all 

participants, inspiring others through Instagram is what increases well-being most. This is 

therefore the most important need for which Instagram affordances are used to fulfil that desire 

and contribute to well-being.  

 The second need is ‘knowledge’ and has a direct connection to the first need 

‘inspiration’. The desire to grow in ‘knowledge’ on a specific topic is a need that often recurred 

in the analyzed data. Three of five participants used Instagram to gain a further understanding 

of the Instagram algorithm and other platform affordances. They wanted to understand what 

strategies needed to be used to further grow as an entrepreneur or as ‘inspirator’ on Instagram. 

Using Instagram to gain ‘knowledge’ from successful entrepreneurs participating on Instagram, 

helped me starting my entrepreneurship. Applying the gained ‘knowledge’ on Instagram 

eventually instigated my work as entrepreneur by allowing me to attract new customers by 

using the platform. Gaining ‘knowledge’ through Instagram that contributes to growth on 

Instagram or as a business, fulfils a need that leads to an increased well-being.  

 Thirdly, another important need for all five participants is ‘connection’. To fulfil this 

specific need multiple Instagram affordances from the Instagram social reward system were 
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used, like Direct Messages, Stories and commenting on posts. By using these platform 

affordances, I was able to expand my network, connect with (potential) customers and connect 

with other interesting people who formed an ‘inspiration’ for me. This is also confirmed by the 

other four interviewees who also primarily used Instagram to connect with other people and 

expand their network. For one of them, the online connection with her community was not what 

was most important. She used Instagram as a topic to connect with people offline. This way of 

connecting with people within the Instagram community leads to an increase in well-being as 

it leads to more positivity and feelings of happiness through the intimacy of these connections, 

the gained support and help through other like-minded people.   

In contrast, the social reward system has several effects on users focusing on the ‘outside 

in’ approach. Here, the ‘inner critic’ becomes important. On the one hand, the ‘inner critic’ 

grows when it is fed by increasing numbers in likes and followers with an increased sense of 

well-being as a consequence. However, on the other hand, the individual’s sense of well-being 

decreases once these external factors start to decline. Terms like “failure”, “not being 

appreciated”, “being unsuccessful” and “not being valued” cause a lot of anxiety resulting in a 

low self-esteem. In some cases, it becomes so overwhelming that it can lead to depression. 

Therefore, finding balance and being able to listen to your inner self, guided by ‘authenticity’ 

and ‘intuition is key. In this way, the individual is able to stay close to his/her inner self and 

anticipate as soon as they realize the platform starts affecting them negatively.  

  Besides this social reward system, there is another way Instagram influences well-being 

in a negative sense. This is where the fourth and final need come to the fore: ‘obligation’. 

‘Obligation’ is not a specific need that needs to be fulfilled. It is an outcome of Instagram usage 

by experiencing pressure of the high expectations of the Instagram algorithm. Individuals feel 

the need to be present on Instagram, otherwise they would experience a decline in engagement 

rate, number of followers and also, specifically for online entrepreneurs operating through 

Instagram, a decline in obtained customers. The algorithm forms some form of ‘obligation’ 

which may become a pitfall for individuals who experience a strong ‘inner critic’ that yearns 

for a higher increase in Instagram followers and engagement rate and therefore want to work 

even harder to meet the requirements of the algorithm. In this way, one’s personal desire is set 

aside and only the expectations of the algorithm and the community are being considered. 

Stepping away from one’s personal desires often results in a decrease in well-being. This has 

been confirmed by all five participants. As the ‘inner critic’ is highly subjective, the way this 

is experienced may differ per person. However, this negative effect may also cause a positive 

outcome as it often leads to a realization of what truly matters. For me this was authenticity and 
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became the start of my journey as authentic entrepreneur. This more negative need does not 

outweigh to what is approachable thanks to Instagram. Besides all the information and 

inspiration available, communities are of great importance to the well-being of an individual 

due to the feeling of connection and support.  

 The third sub-question is an extension of the second sub-question and focused on the 

contribution of Instagram to my personal development and the creation of my business. 

Instagram has played a key role in my life and has contributed to me becoming the person I am 

today. Instagram fulfilled the need of growing as a person and developing my own Instagram 

platform in which I served as a micro-influencer and ‘inspirator’. Instagram led to the first 

requests in my work as an authentic online marketer and branding photographer. The platform 

made me realize that creating content and growing a business in an authentic way is my greatest 

passion and that this is how I could earn my money. It made me believe in new possibilities I 

never believed in before. Instagram nowadays serves as my portfolio and enables the 

opportunity to connect with new potential customers, which often results in new clients. This 

experience was also shared and confirmed by the other four participants. 

  The fourth sub-question focused on the way well-being and online entrepreneurship 

were connected to each other. All five participants within this study confirm that well-being 

and online entrepreneurship are directly related to each other. This is due to the fact that the 

individual, better known as ‘the personal’, behind the entrepreneurship is the entrepreneur, 

meaning that the way a business is affected online also directly affects the entrepreneur as a 

person. As entrepreneur you are always liable for what is happening and what had happened. 

Online entrepreneurial processes, like posting content and participating within the community 

are directly affected once an entrepreneur experiences positive or negative feelings, therefore 

following your passion as entrepreneur and foster well-being becomes extremely important. 

The online activities on Instagram are negatively influenced by negative emotions, especially 

because creativity cannot flow as soon as the entrepreneur encounters problems. That is why 

the relationship between the way one runs their business through Instagram and the person that 

someone is, becomes extra important. Meaning that the shared content and the way the 

entrepreneur communicates using Instagram should be in line with their authentic self. If it is 

not, it might quickly become a form of obligation and influences the entrepreneur’s sense of 

well-being negatively. Here, ‘authenticity’ and ‘intuition’ turned out to be relevant themes, 

since both concepts are closely related to well-being. When the entrepreneur uses their intuition 

and the authentic self as guidance throughout their Instagram participation, it will result in 

successful entrepreneurial processes and an increased sense of well-being. 
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 The fifth and final sub-question focused on the way well-being is reflected in performed 

practices by authentic entrepreneurs. Within authentic entrepreneurship business is not solely 

focused on the entrepreneur’s sense of well-being, but it also relates to the customer’s or 

community’s sense of well-being. Well-being increases when the entrepreneur and the 

customer are able to participate from real authenticity. However, for most online entrepreneurs 

there is often a form of ‘performed authenticity’ involved as being an entrepreneur through 

Instagram often involves applying certain strategies to obtain new customers. Within the 

autoethnography I illustrate that well-being is reflected within my work as authentic 

entrepreneur by always having my clients’ authenticity as starting point within our 

collaborations. This means that I always modify the way I work and what I create to the 

authentic self of my clients and their business, which includes personal believes, values, norms 

and preferences. This is also confirmed by the four interviewees. Here, the subtheme 

‘inspiration’ within the theme ‘motivation’ appears to be most relevant again. Helping others 

by solving issues does not only increase the entrepreneurs’ sense of well-being, but is also 

directly reflected in the way the customers feel. Receiving help often solves a problem, which 

results in taking away a burden that directly releases stress and anxiety, leading towards a 

positive feeling and increased sense of well-being.  

  Furthermore, ‘inspiration’ appears in a different way as well. It is also translated into 

the content that authentic entrepreneurs publish on Instagram. Both analyzed methods illustrate 

that inspiration can also be obtained by content consumers by seeing a beautiful Instagram grid. 

At least four participants experience a fulfilled need when they are able to create content that 

merges into an attractive overview on their Instagram page. This Instagram page creates a 

storyline with a lot of inspiration for the content consumers. Creating an attractive Instagram 

grid increases sense of well-being in two ways. Firstly, it increases the well-being of the online 

entrepreneur who fulfils a desire of creating beautiful matching content that is in line with their 

authentic self and, secondly, it increases the well-being of their community who find 

‘inspiration’ by seeing beautiful matching content and obtain new information from it. 

 

The dynamics of the ‘outside in, inside out’ approach 

Within this study there was a constant recurring dynamic of the ‘outside in, inside out’ 

approach. Looking at the overall of this study a clear separation line could be distinguished 

between all five participants. Two of the five participants had a clear focus on the ‘outside in’ 

approach, focusing on ‘the rational’ with their ‘mindset’ as guiding force in self-determination 

applied within uses and practices to achieve a gratified feeling leading to an increase in well-
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being. They add value to external factors and base their personal beliefs, strategies, ways of 

thinking and preferences on what they perceive to be truth given by external factors. The other 

three participants have a main focus on the ‘inside out’ approach, with a main focus on ‘the 

spiritual’ with ‘authenticity’ and ‘intuition’ as their guiding force to achieve a feeling of 

satisfaction. For them well-being increases when their inner life is in balance without being 

intensively influenced by external factors. This differs from the other two participants who 

experience an increase in well-being as soon as their external factors experience growth. For 

them, well-being increases as soon as their inner life is in balance to subsequently apply this 

balanced inner life into the physical life. Their well-being comes from within by default and 

the external factors function as a stimulus that occasionally slightly increases and decreases.  

The ‘outside in, inside out’ approach illustrates how Instagram affects an individual’s 

sense of well-being and displays a dynamic that is constantly going on. The platform influences 

well-being by creating several needs and uses, which are ‘inspiration’, ‘knowledge’, 

‘connection’ and ‘obligation’. It generates and controls all possible ways to experience external 

factors and be influenced by it in the inner life.  

For individual Instagram users focusing on the ‘outside in’ approach, there may be both 

positive and negative effects on their sense of well-being. On the one hand, Instagram 

influences their sense of well-being positively by allowing the ‘inside out’ approach through 

finding and spreading inspiration, information and knowledge. Instagram gives the user the 

opportunity to stand up and speak their mind freely and inspire others with their personal beliefs 

and preferences. Where the chance of having an influence seemed far away at first, Instagram 

lowers the threshold and gives every individual the opportunity to share their opinions and 

ideas. This speaking and sharing, on the other hand, is not facilitated by unconditional freedom, 

since the platform uses community requirements and an algorithm that determines what is and 

what is not successful and what should be seen by more people and what should not. The 

platform offers a lot of opportunities and possibilities, but does ask something in return. This 

creates a form of ‘obligation’ in which the algorithm expects the user to give more effort if they 

want to reach other users with their content outside of their regular community. This 

‘obligation’ decreases well-being since self-determination changes into controlled and extrinsic 

motivation. Here, external factors influence the inner life with negative consequences.  

As concluded by all participants within this study, using Instagram actively creates 

positive effects on the individual’s sense of well-being. This is because the individual is able to 

connect with other people, to gain knowledge and to find inspiration. Besides, users are able to 

grow on a personal level and on business level. And finally, and maybe most important here 
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considering authentic entrepreneurship, users are able to inspire other people with their personal 

beliefs, values and preferences. As with everything in life, balance is key and that also applies 

to Instagram usage. Anxiety, depression and a low self-esteem can be prevented by the 

individual as long as he/she is able to keep balance by not solely focusing on external factors, 

but by what the inner life brings forward. By fostering authenticity through self-determination 

based on ‘the rational’ or ‘the spiritual’, the uses coming forward from these decisions will 

positively influence ‘the emotional’ resulting in positive well-being.  

 

Further research 

It might be relevant to conduct further research by involving individuals who might solely use 

Instagram as content consumers in search for inspiration. Despite the fact that they do not use 

Instagram just as actively as the participants within this study, it might still generate relevant 

information regarding this topic. This is partly since the four interviewees within this study 

turned out to be four women with an interest in entrepreneurship and well-being.  

I would definitely recommend to further expand this study in understanding how 

Instagram could foster well-being and contribute to happiness and positive emotions. My 

personal experiences showed that Instagram has much more to offer than solely negative 

consequences. Therefore, I believe it might be significant to emphasize and highlight the 

positive effects, so Instagram could help many more individuals to grow as a person, in both 

their inner and their physical life.   
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