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ABSTRACT

Social media activism—posting or reposting ideas, images, or words surrounding different social movements—has
swelled in recent years with the growth of the internet. Teenagers have begun using their social media accounts to
share their opinions and current events related to issues they deem important. This study had two main aims: to assess
factors that influenced high school-aged teenagers’ motivation to post activist content on Instagram, and then to ex-
plore how those factors differed between genders. A survey was distributed to students at a midsize high school in
Washington state that collected participants’ (n=114) demographic information, willingness to post activist content,
and motivation levels to post about five popular issues. Results were analyzed by identifying key themes in qualitative
responses and categorizing them using the preexisting Scale of Motives for Using Social Networking Sites (SMU-
SNS). It was found that nonbinary and particularly female teenagers were more likely to post activist content than
male teenagers. Participants indicated that relation to personal identity, personal/public knowledge on the issue, and
perceived severity/importance of the issue were main reasons for posting activist content. Further analysis showed
these themes fell under the SMU-SNS categories of Social Connectedness, Information, and Self-expression. These
conclusions have great significance for public health organizations and social justice movements looking for teenagers
willing to engage in this form of advocacy, suggesting they should tailor activist content for Instagram Stories and
that they need to look for alternative ways to get male teenagers involved.

Introduction

America was experiencing a very turbulent political climate in June of 2020 as a result of the death of George Floyd,
a Black man who had been a victim of police brutality. Amid protests and calls for justice came a tidal wave of internet
activism. For the first time, I witnessed a significant portion of my high school-aged peers engaging in the Black Lives
Matter movement by reposting information, art, and sayings from the movement. Some even wrote and documented
their own thoughts. On June 2nd, dubbed “#blackouttuesday”, there seemed no limit to the number of teenagers who
posted blacked out squares on their respective Instagram accounts in support of active protests and the movement’s
goals. This activity became so ubiquitous that to nof participate seemed to become a political statement in itself. The
social network of teenagers had been mobilized—and their activism for various causes has and continues to find a
place on Instagram.

Existing literature has theorized why young individuals use social media—much of which is relatively self-
explanatory—generally focusing on the motives of maintaining relationships, entertainment, and seeking information
(Pertegal et al., 2019). Furthermore, there is convincing evidence to indicate gender has a strong influence on teenag-
ers’ motivations for using social media. Past teen-led organizations and campaigns have also shown teenagers have
the capacity for both online and offline activism. However, there has yet to be a comprehensive study to determine
how these topics intersect—no current understanding of what motivates teenagers to participate in social media move-
ments like #blackouttuesday or how motivations might differ between genders. This gap in knowledge holds many
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possibilities for further research, although it seems immediately pressing to understand: “To what extent is gender
related to high school-aged teenagers’ choice and motivation for posting activist content on Instagram?”’

Beyond simply contributing to our knowledge of social media and adolescent digital society, drawing con-
nections between gender and motives for activism on Instagram may pave the way for similar studies on other social
media platforms. Additionally, findings would be beneficial for various social movements and public health organi-
zations to harness the power of youth activism, helping them find teenagers willing to educate and spread awareness
to their following, which might be more responsive to information from a peer. The extensive potential implications
of this research, along with its limitations and areas for future study, will be explored further in this paper.

Literature Review

Adolescent Motives for Posting on Social Media

Analyzing the general motives of teenagers posting on social media is paramount to understanding why some engage
in social media advocacy. Adolescence is a stage where self-expression, personal identity, and relationships with peers
are crucial for development (Barbovschi et al., 2018). Since the growth of social media sites in recent years, teenagers
have turned to these platforms to counteract insecurities surrounding identity and connection with others. While it
may seem that users have free reign to post whatever they like, it is important to note that content shared by teens
usually reflects the social norms of their peers.

Research indicates that teenagers use social media for varied purposes, including Social Connectedness, Fol-
lowing and Monitoring Others, Social Recognition, Self-expression, and Seeking Information (Pertegal et al., 2019).
Different demographics of adolescents, furthermore, sway toward certain motives. For example, it is known motiva-
tions for social media-use on Instagram vary highly by gender (Yi-Ting & Sheng-Fang, 2018). However, generally
speaking, teenagers on social media “purposefully share content to appear interesting, well liked, and attractive” (Yau
& Reich, 2019, p. 196). Success at this objective is measured by audience engagement such as likes and comments
(Yau & Reich, 2019). This way, teenagers “increase the status of profiles in a group of peers, in a mutually reinforcing,
visible, relatively stable manner” (Barbovschi et al., 2018, p. 270). Surveyed teenagers across all age groups, espe-
cially girls, shared the sentiment that maintaining a social media presence is a laborious process (Yau & Reich, 2019).
However, characteristics of social media users do seem to be effective in achieving at least some of those motives, as
adolescents who do not engage in social media at all were found to be less popular than their social media-using peers
(Schwartz et al., 2021).

Social Media for Communicating with Teenagers

Using social media to communicate information related to public safety, activism, and current events to teenagers has
been an effective strategy employed by various institutions, allowing for the “timely access to a wide variety of topics
with dynamic interaction beyond traditional interface media” (Sobowale et al., 2020, p. 2). This is because an over-
whelming majority of teenagers use social media; according to a 2018 survey, 71% of Americans aged 13-17 use
Instagram alone (Schaeffer, 2021). Recently, organizations such as the Center for Disease Control (CDC), the World
Health Organization (WHO), and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) have created accounts on platforms
such as Tiktok, Youtube, and Snapchat for the sole purpose of sharing safety information surrounding COVID-19
with adolescents (Sobowale et al., 2020). Teenagers themselves are well-positioned to promote habits such as physical
distancing amongst their peers, as they have gone through similar social isolation in the midst of the COVID-19
pandemic, which notably “aligns with the adolescents’ desire to portray themselves in a positive light” (Sobowale et
al., 2020, p. 5). This is a confirmation of the previously discussed motives of teenagers on social media. Indeed,
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research suggests that “public health authorities can create precrafted messages for adolescents to repost as their own”
(Sobowale et al., 2020, p. 4), allowing teenagers to see and share important information with their fellow peers.

While this applies specifically to the COVID-19 pandemic, it represents a greater movement of journalism
and the spread of ideas to digital platforms as the internet has grown in usage (Svecova, 2017). Social media is in-
creasingly becoming a primary source of news for young people (Vazquez-Herrero et al., 2019). One study of high
school-aged students indicated that a quarter of those surveyed got most of their news from social media (Anderson,
2020). As such, news organizations have had to adapt their content for these platforms by tailoring it to be more
visually appealing, often with photos and videos. A key new wave of digital storytelling is ephemeral journalism, or
content that is characterized by its brevity. Stories, or Story Mode, have been adopted by most major social media
platforms including Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat, allowing an individual or organization to share brief photo,
text, or video content that will disappear after some time, usually twenty-four hours. In this way, quality journalistic
content is interactable, informal, and authentic. This explains why ephemeral journalism through Stories is one strat-
egy that news organizations are utilizing to target content at youth, who are likely to frequent these platforms and may
have short attention spans (Vazquez-Herrero et al., 2019; Svecova, 2017). Teenagers are also avid users of the Story
function for similar reasons, as viewing them creates a shared experience between viewer and poster that would only
be possible had the viewer seen the Story while it was available (Fonseca, 2019). Additionally, Instagram Stories
require “less commitment and alleviate pressure to post highly polished or on-brand content” (Fonseca, 2019, p. 220).
In other words, the temporary nature of Stories allows for more casual and personal content.

Activism and Teenagers

Teenagers have historically been conduits for information and social change. Organizations such as the Federal Emer-
gency Management Agency Youth Preparedness Council, Teens Take Charge, and the Youth Power Coalition are led
by teenagers, showing the age demographic’s ability to advocate and inform (Sobowale et al., 2020).

However, social media has allowed for the growth of a truly international community of adolescent activists.
This can be witnessed in the countless cases of hashtag activism regarding social movements such as #CropTopDay,
where participants protested female-targeted dress codes in schools (Keller, 2019). Other examples include the #Me-
Too movement and #BlackLivesMatter (Muldoon et al., 2019; Yang, 2016). These hashtags intend to educate the
public and rally those involved in their respective causes. For black girls, hashtags like #BlackGirlMagic and #Black-
GirlGenius have become a means for them to “assert empowerment to the celebration of Black womanhood and girl-
hood” (McArthur, 2016, p. 371).

Social media has additionally become a forum for American political discourse, which of course emulates
the visually appealing and entertaining qualities of ephemeral journalism. Following the election of Donald Trump in
2016, there was a surge of political memes to criticize the Trump Administration (O’Meara, 2018). Memes in this
case refers to “the propagation of items such as jokes, rumors, videos, and websites from person to person via the
Internet” (Shifman, 2014, as cited in Lewis, 2016, p. 2). These memes displayed familiar pop culture character quotes
set in the context of Trump’s actions as president, with viral examples including Cher Horowitz from Clueless com-
menting on Trump’s immigration policies or parallels between a Trump speech and Bane’s words from The Dark
Knight Rises (O’Meara, 2018). Whatever the application, this demonstrates that internet memes, a humorous, ‘not
serious’ mode of media used by adolescents—have been relevantly utilized for genuine political discourse and activ-
ism.

Teenagers have become experts at representing themselves through social media, a skill which lends itself to
an intuitive knowledge of where to post information. For example, a teenager involved in #CropTopDay indicated
that Facebook was a platform with an older, more conservative audience, where potentially controversial opinions
would be unwelcome (Keller, 2019). Meanwhile, platforms like Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat were considered
more favorable for those political messages, as their audiences might be younger, more progressive, or sympathetic
and involved in feminist movements themselves. As such, the teenager made the strategic decision to post political
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content on the latter platforms. This ability is known as perspective taking, which older adolescents are particularly
competent at (Yau & Reich, 2019).

Based on a 2020 survey, 83% of high-school-aged students do not share political content on their social
media accounts (Anderson, 2020). When asked, those students indicated that sharing potentially controversial content
could have negative effects on social status, leading to debates perceived as pointless and even losing friends with
differing views. Reasons given by the minority of those who did share political content usually amounted to the fact
that they felt very strongly about certain issues like police brutality and reproductive rights. As teenagers recognized
that social ostracization could be a consequence of being politically active on social media, some turned to secondary
accounts on Instagram “referred to as their 'Spam' or 'Finsta' accounts, which they use to share and post to a much
smaller number of select friends” (Anderson, 2020, p. 173). These secondary accounts “serve as private spaces on the
internet where they can post illicit content, connect deeply with close friends, and share more nuanced representations
of themselves than might appear on their real Instagrams” (Charmaraman et al., 2021, p. 2). Among a more selective
and familiar audience, students were more comfortable sharing political content, again demonstrating the skill of
perspective taking (Anderson, 2020). In summary, existing research implies that teenagers are strategic in choosing
where, when, and to whom they share content with to achieve its desired effect.

Methods

To appropriately explore a culture among active teenage Instagram users that engage in social media advocacy in
order to determine their specific motives, and particularly the effect of gender on them, a mixed method ethnographic
study was conducted. Such is the distinction of ethnographic studies from other approaches: "The focus of investiga-
tion is on the everyday behaviors of people in the group, with an intent to identify cultural norms, beliefs, practices,
social structures, and other patterns" (Leedy et al., 2019, p. 231).

Data were gathered in a brief survey on Microsoft Forms that was unlikely to take longer than ten minutes to
complete. Survey questions were modeled after those of previous studies on adolescent social media habits and mo-
tives, utilizing Likert scales and open-ended follow-up questions (Charmaraman et al., 2021; Karatsoli & Nathanail,
2020).

The survey link was distributed to the entire student body via school email and participation was purely
voluntary. Study participants were gathered from Lake Washington High School (LWHS), a midsize public high
school located in a highly affluent area of Washington state with 1,798 enrolled students ages 14-18 as of October
2020 (“Washington Median Household Income”, 2022; “Enrollment Report”, 2021). Lake Washington School Dis-
trict, of which LWHS is part of, indicated the ethnic demographics of the school as 13.3% Hispanic/Latino, 0.2%
American Indian/Alaskan, 14.9% Asian, 2.5% Black/African American, 60% Caucasian, and 9% Mixed Race (“En-
rollment Report”, 2021). Compared with 2021 national statistics, LWHS enrolls significantly higher numbers of Cau-
casian and Asian students while enrolling significantly lower numbers of African American and Hispanic students
(“Back-to-school”, 2021). Furthermore, LWHS enrolls a slightly greater number of boys (53%) than girls (47%) as of
the 2019-2020 school year (“Lake Washington”, 2021).

Following an initial voluntary consent form, the survey was composed of three sections. The first sought to
ascertain demographic information including gender, age, and race. Beyond the necessity of knowing the respondents’
gender to this study, this information was helpful in determining whether the sample size was representative of LWHS’
student body. The second section collected information about social media habits surrounding Instagram activism.
This included identifying whether participants were frequent Instagram users, if they were willing to post activist
content on their accounts, and how they would post the content (with the choice between Stories and posts). After
each quantitative question, there was an open-ended field for them to justify their responses. The third section deter-
mined the motivation levels of participants to post about popular activist movements—Racial Justice, Feminism, Cli-
mate Change, Public Health, and Gun Debate—through a five-point Likert scale. Finally, participants were given the
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option to explain their motivation levels for each issue in open-ended fields. For specific survey questions, see appen-
dix A.

Participation in the survey was totally anonymous to ensure the objective analysis required by standard eth-
nographic research, and particularly relevant for this study due to the participants being peers of the researcher (Leedy
et al., 2019). After survey responses were collected over an approximate two-week period, they were securely stored
in a password-protected Microsoft Excel file.

Qualitative survey question responses were thoroughly read to identify common themes across genders, then
quantified by number of times every theme was mentioned by each gender. These themes, which were essentially
specific motivations to post (or not post) activist content, were then categorized using the updated Scale of Motives
for Using Social Networking Sites (SMU-SNS), which separates general motives for young individuals using social
media into nine groups: Dating, New Friendships, Academic Purposes, Social Connectedness, Following and Moni-
toring Others, Entertainment, Social Recognition, Self-expression, and Seeking Information (Pertegal et al., 2019).
Due to the fact this study was only focused on adolescent motives for posting activist content on Instagram, some of
those categories, such as Dating and Entertainment, were less feasibly related to an individual's choice to engage in
activism.

Results

The survey had 114 total participants. Approximately 68% of those respondents, or seventy-eight people, considered
themselves frequent Instagram users, which is proportionally accurate to national statistics on teenage Instagram use
(Schaeffer, 2021). Furthermore, fifty-two of those seventy-eight would consider posting activist content on Instagram,
accounting for about two-thirds of surveyed Instagram users.

The race of participants was relatively accurate to LWHS’ enrollment percentages: 62% survey respondents
were Caucasian, 19% were Asian/Asian American, 9% were mixed race, 4% were Latino/Hispanic, 2% were
Black/African American, and 2% were American Indian/Alaskan. Meanwhile, the sample also included representation
from all possible ages at LWHS: 9% of respondents were 14 years old, 33% were 15 years old, 25% were 16 years
old, 20% were 17 years old, and 11% were 18 years old.

Out of all surveyed, 54% of respondents identified as female, 35% identified as male, and 11% of respondents
identified as “Other”, comprised mainly of nonbinary people. For convenience purposes, they will be referred to as
nonbinary for the rest of the study. Of the forty-seven participants that identified as female and frequent Instagram
users, thirty-nine indicated they would consider posting activist content on the platform—about 83%. Meanwhile,
only five out of twenty-two participants that identified as male and frequent Instagram users indicated they would
consider posting activist content on Instagram—approximately 23%. Seven out of nine participants that identified as
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other” for gender and as frequent Instagram users indicated they would consider posting activist content on Insta-
gram—about 78%.

Female Female
54% 76%

= Male = Female Other m Male = Female Other

Figure 1. Gender of total survey participants. Figure 2. Gender of survey participants who indi-
cated willingness to post activist content.

It must be noted, first and foremost, that genders of total survey participants (illustrated in Figure 1) were dispropor-
tionally more female compared to district enrollment numbers for LWHS (“Lake Washington”, 2021). Also, Lake
Washington School District does not publish nonbinary student percentages, but given that nonbinary adults make up
less than 1% of America’s total population, it seems logical to assume nonbinary people are also overrepresented in
this sample (Wilson & Meyer, 2021). That said, the quantitative data strongly indicate that a majority of teenage girls
and nonbinary people would consider posting activist content on their Instagram accounts. Meanwhile, an equally
conclusive majority of teenage boys would nof consider it at all.

Motivations for Not Posting Activist Content
This curious disparity between genders was investigated further through qualitative questioning. When teenagers were

asked why they would not consider posting activist content on their Instagram accounts, five main themes were iden-
tified, shown in Table 1.
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No. of Times | No. of Times | No. of Times
Male Partici- | Female Par- Nonbinary
Reason Example(s) L. L.
pants Men- ticipants Participants
tioned Mentioned Mentioned
"My uncle who has very differ-
ing political opinions follows me
and will definitely get offended"
Controversiality "Mostly because it would start a 4 1 0
political debate with some of my
friends and I don't want that with
ALL my friends."
Not Passionate or Not .
. “It’s none of my business”
Caring at All about 4 0 0
- “Don’t care”
Activist Issues
“I worry a lot about accidentally
spreading misinformation, as a
lot of stuff on social media is in-
credibly biased and made to
Perceived Efficacy make people upset. Also, I think 7 5 1
that a lot of times, those posts are
just performative activism with
no action actually being taken by
the poster, so it feels ingenuine.”
“My Instagram is for my baseball
Doesn’t Fit with the | and [personal] life. It is not good
Content of a Personal | to run political things on an ac- 3 2 0
Account count that showcases yourself in
a sports way.”
Doesn’t Post Any
Content on the Plat- “I don’t really post much” 2 0 1
form

Note. If a participant’s response clearly fit multiple themes, it was counted for each of them. Additionally, some
responses were edited to be grammatically correct for greater coherence.

Across all genders, there was a repetitive concern that engaging in Instagram activism was performative, not
effective, or likely to spread false information; as shown in Table 1, it was by far the most common reason given for
why individuals would not consider posting activist content. This motive was followed by fear of backlash from one’s

community and lack of fit with personal account content in terms of commonness.

Motivation Levels for Posting about Specific Activist Issues

Participants were asked how motivated they were, on a five-point Likert scale, to post about certain issues. These were
Racial Justice, Feminism, Climate Change, Public Health, and Gun Debate. On every single issue, the data indicated
some positive amount of motivation, with either “very motivated” or “somewhat motivated” being the most common
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response. The movement the most participants answered “very motivated” for was Feminism, while the issue with the
most varying answers was Gun Debate, shown in Figure 3.

Gun Debate _ _
Public Health [ ] ]
Climate Change || |
Feminism = O
Racial Justice = I
-60% -40% -20% 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
B Very unmotivated Somewhat unmotivated Neither motivated nor unmotivated Somewhat motivated W Very motivated

Figure 3. Total participants’ motivation levels to post about activist issues.

Figure 4, Figure 5, and Figure 6, on the other hand, compare how levels of motivation break down when
viewing the responses from male, nonbinary, and female teenagers. Like Figure 3, all genders showed positive levels
of motivation for all five issues, with Gun Debate being the least motivating issue.

Gun Debate _
Public Health ]
Climate Change _
Feminism _
Racial Justice _
-60% -40% -20% 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
W Very unmotivated W Somewhat unmotivated Neither motivated nor unmotivated Somewhat motivated W Very motivated

Figure 4. Male participants’ motivation levels to post about activist issues.

Gun Debate I
Public Health I
Climate Chane I
Femirism I
Racial Justice I
-40% -20% 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
W Very unmotivated Somewhat unmotivated Neither motivated nor unmotivated Somewhat motivated m Very motivated

Figure 5. Nonbinary participants’ motivation levels to post about activist issues.
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Gun Debate I I
Public Health [ | I
Climate Change - _
Feminism o I
Racial Justice - _
-60% -40% -20% 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

W Very unmotivated Somewhat unmotivated Neither motivated nor unmotivated Somewhat motivated M Very motivated

Figure 6. Female participants’ motivation levels to post about activist issues.

Immediately noteworthy about these data are the overwhelmingly high motivations of nonbinary participants
to engage in Instagram activism on all issues. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Feminism was the most motivating issue for
female teenagers. For male teenagers, it was Racial Justice.

Personal Motivations for Posting Activist Content

The most common reason for why participants reported higher levels of motivation to post about certain issues was
either a personal vested interest in the topic due to past experiences and identity or an impersonal belief in the preva-
lence and severity of the issue, making it necessary to spread awareness or take action. The former manifested itself
particularly strongly in the issues of Racial Justice, Feminism, Gun Debate, and Climate Change. Some Black or Asian
individuals, for example, had a greater motivation to post about Racial Justice. The same was true for female teenagers
and Feminism. As all surveyed were high school students, many were understandably motivated to post about Gun
Debate, particularly school shootings.

Table 2. Factors influencing motivation level for posting activist content by gender.

Factor

Example(s)

No. of Times
Male Partici-
pants Men-
tioned

No. of Times
Female Par-
ticipants
Mentioned

No. of Times
Nonbinary
Participants
Mentioned

Relation to Personal
Identity

“I’m black so racial justice is im-
portant to me.”
“[COVID-19 and public health]
is not as big of a worry of mine
since I’m not at risk”
“Climate change is something
that most youngsters, most peo-
ple with social media such as In-
stagram, support. As gen-z my-
self I feel very comfortable post-
ing about Climate Change.”

Personal/General
Public’s Knowledge

“I know a lot about this so I try to
share it”
“I feel like there are a lot of mis-
conceptions [about COVID-19]
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posted online, so it’s good for
there to be better things posted.”
“Gun control is super important,
but I would be less motivated to
share than some other issues just
as I don't feel like I have the most
background knowledge on this
topic.”

“It’s a really serious issue that
needs to be paid attention to, be-

Perceived Sever- cause it won’t go away” g 60 13
ity/Importance “Women are a significant part of
our population and feminism is
extremely important.”
“The amount of misogyny and
sexism I see day to day is insane,
Past Experiences of and things need to change” ) 17 3
Self/Others “I am very motivated to post

about racism because I have ex-
perienced racism.”

“Important, and less so sort of in-
herently political”
“I would be more hesitant to post
about this because my more con-
servative family follows my per-
Controversiality sonal accour.lt an.d I want to avoid 3 20 0
confrontation like the plague.”
“I will almost never post about
Covid because I will be judged
by my friends, family and it
might get taken down and my ac-
count may get deleted.”

“I also like sharing my opinions
online.”
Personal Enjoyment “It's important but I wouldn’t
Level post about it as much, I get really
bad climate change anxiety from
focusing on that too much”

“I am a big supporter of gun reg-
ulation however I feel like social
media circulation is not the best
way to promote change with this
Perceived Efficacy issue.” 6 26 9
“It’s important to spread aware-
ness, and I'm trying to support
others in any way I can. It can

also help educate people”
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Table 2 demonstrates how most factors could be positive or negative in their effect on an individual’s moti-
vation level and how the factors were represented in specific genders. Perceived Severity/Importance was the most
influential factor in female and nonbinary teenagers, while Personal/General Public’s Knowledge was the most influ-
ential factor for male teenagers. Generally speaking, Perceived Severity/Importance, Relation to Personal Identity,
Personal/General Public’s Knowledge, and Perceived Efficacy were the most referenced factors for all genders. The
mean motivation levels across genders for specific issues on a five-point scale (one being ‘very unmotivated’, five
being ‘very motivated’), using the same calculation method as Karatsoli and Nathanail (2020), are shown below in
Table 3.

Table 3. Mean motivation to post activist content by gender.

Activism Issue Mean Motivation to Post | Mean Motivation to Post | Mean Motivation to Post
of Female Participants of Male Participants of “Other” Participants
Racial Justice 4.1 4.2 4.57
Feminism 441 3.6 4.57
Climate Change 3.9 4 4.71
Public Health 3.67 3.8 4.43
Gun Debate 3.08 34 4.14

Stories vs. Posts

When asked to choose between posting an Instagram Post (content that remains on one’s account forever or until the
individual chooses to remove it) and an Instagram Story (only viewable for twenty-four hours), forty-six participants
indicated they preferred a Story, while only five preferred a post (four female, one male). Based on these results, it
appears gender does not have a significant effect on the choice between posting ephemeral content and permanent
content: a vast majority of teenagers prefer Stories. When asked why, a social aspect to posting activist content was
revealed.

Table 4. Reasons for posting ephemeral content.

No. of Times Men-

Reason Example(s) tioned

“Because it would disappear after 24 hours and is
more casual than a regular post”

“I don't want to bombard peoples feed and if I post

More Casual/Less Stressful than a a story' [then] I c%m post about mor'e things an('i dif-

ferent important issues verses posting all the time.” 7

“Less stressful way to share my opinion, no com-

ments or likes”

Permanent Post

“It’s obnoxious to post something if you aren't do-
ing something concrete about it.”

“Because it highlights something I care about, but
doesn’t necessarily become a part of my profile, or

D t Infri Aes-
05 nOL inlinge on Acs a part of my identity just because I support the

thetic/Content of a Personal Ac- . 15
movement.
count

“I tend to care too much about how posts look on
my feed.”
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“I guess aesthetic reasons (sounds bad, I know) but
also more people view Stories and I can still save
them in a highlights, that being said I do not post

much, as I know a lot of it is performative activism

and don’t want to look like I am only doing it to 'fit

199

m

“It would mostly be reposting content from others,
which is easier to do on a Story!”
“It is usually verified accounts that have the best

Convenience of Reposting Con-
P g graphic organizers or graphs/statistics of things re- 13

tent of Others . .. . .
lating to activism, and it's easier to put those posts

in a story than to make your own and have to check
your research for accuracy.”

“Most everything that I would post is a current is-
sue and would not be relevant in several months.
Relevancy . . . 6

For issues that are more long-lasting, I might post

itn

Higher Viewership “More people view it.” 9

While aforementioned survey questions assessed motivations and motivation levels for posting about specific activist
content, asking participants why they’d prefer a Story to a post revealed that online self-representation and taking the
perspective of their audience was highly relevant to how they posted content. Posts were regarded as carrying more
‘weight’ and more work to craft than a Story. As one of the few that preferred a post over a Story put it: “When you
put it on your story, I believe it shows care, but it could show a type of embarrassment meaning you wouldn't post it
permanently.”

Discussion

This study had two main aims: to assess factors that influenced high school-aged teenagers’ motivation to post activist
content, and then to explore how those factors differed between genders. For the former, it was found that individuals’
motivation levels were influenced by practical, advocacy-related, and social factors. Based on those identified factors,
it is the researcher’s recommendation that social media advocacy fall primarily into the categories of Information,
Social Connectedness, and Self-expression on the adolescent Scale of Motives for Using Social Networking Sites
(Pertegal et al., 2019).

The motive of Information is defined loosely as when adolescents use social media to collect information on
current events or topics of interest to an individual. However, this study has demonstrably shown that a desire to be
the one sharing information also falls under that category, especially when it comes to social media activism. In
addition to wanting to spread reliable information on activism issues, surveyed teenagers utilized perspective taking
by considering what their following might already know about the topic, which also influenced their motivation levels.
Meanwhile, the motivation of Social Connectedness was also present in the data. Many indicated that their choice to
post was influenced by controversiality, societal importance of the issue, or its relation to their personal community:
people they shared age, gender, and race with. Finally, Self-expression was perhaps the most self-explanatory motive
found; teenagers wanted to share their opinions and feelings about politics and social movements.

When gender entered the picture, it became clear that female teenagers are far more likely to post activist
content than their male peers. This is consistent with a broader study on young adults, which indicated “young women
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are more likely than young men to report one or more kinds of political activity over the past twelve months”, including
online activism (Galston, 2018, paras. 7). Nonbinary Instagram users also seem to be more inclined towards social
media activism than male teenagers. These findings align with what is currently known about how gender affects
social media-use motives: female teenagers are more likely to use social media for Information and Social Connect-
edness purposes than male teenagers, which accounts for why female teenagers were so much more likely to post
activist content.

For specific activist movements, there were some observable differences in motivation levels between gen-
ders. Nonbinary participants exhibited a higher mean motivation to post about all five issues than female and male
participants, though particularly on the issues of Climate Change, Public Health, and Gun Debate. Interestingly, the
mean motivation levels between male and female teenagers on different movements were very similar except for
Feminism, where female teenagers expressed greater motivation (m=4.41) than male teenagers (m=3.6). This was
likely due the importance of Feminism to the personal identity of female teens, as many indicated in their open-ended
responses.

Limitations

Although information drawn from this study’s findings hold intriguing possibilities for future research, its limitations
must also be noted. As previously mentioned, the demographics, particularly gender, of survey participants were not
representative of the LWHS student body. In part this was due to the relatively small sample size of this study, as the
survey was completed on a voluntary basis. Furthermore, time and resource constraints, such as an eight-month re-
search deadline, prevented a wider net from being cast for primary informants outside of LWHS. The school also
resides in a predominantly left-leaning area of Washington, which likely influenced teenagers’ measured motivation
levels to post about certain issues for this specific sample. It seems plausible the theories generated from this research
are applicable for teenagers as a whole, but to absolutely confirm the findings, a far greater study with a similar method
should be conducted in the future, possibly with a national scope. At this point in time, this study should be viewed as
an exploratory foray into a field where much remains to be learned.

Conclusion

As America enters an increasingly digital age, social media will continue to play a role in activist campaigns across
the nation, allowing teenagers the opportunity to participate by raising awareness or offering their own opinions on
different issues. Based on this study’s findings, organizations seeking for their social media content to be shared by
America’s youth should target female and nonbinary teenagers, who are much more motivated than their male coun-
terparts to repost such content. These organizations and researchers in the field also need to consider alternative ways
to get male teenagers involved in activist issues. Also, activist movements that desire to create content that can be
reposted by teenagers should design their materials for the Instagram Story mode rather than permanent posts. Social
media activism—whether it be sharing important information, expressing one’s beliefs, or advocating for change—
might be many teenagers’ first participation in American democracy (Anderson, 2020). Therefore, any knowledge to
be gained in this is field relevant to future American political and social discourse.
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