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#UndertheInfluence: Analyzing Instagram Influencer Posts with CHAT

Kendal “Alexis” Adams

In this article, Adams examines how and why Instagram 
influencer posts are a genre and how everyday Instagram 
users can be impacted by this genre when they encounter 
it. Using ISU’s version of cultural-historical activity theory 
(PCHAT) to analyze a sample of Instagram posts created 
by influencers who are currently active on the social 
media app, Adams argues that Instagram influencers plan, 
create, and promote their posts in a specific way in order 
to successfully advertise brands, products, and services to 
their followers.

I used to be the type of  person who hated keeping up with social media, 
but that all changed the day I was introduced to the glamorous world of  
Instagram influencers. Seeing pictures of  regular people just like me 
lounging on gorgeous, sandy beaches with cocktails in hand, or grinning 
NWZ�\PM�KIUMZI�I[�\PMa�[PW_ML�Wٺ�\PMQZ�TI\M[\�\_MV\a�NW]Z�SIZI\�OWTL�NIKM�
masks was enough to leave me with a serious case of  social media FOMO. 
I wondered how these people, who should’ve been living average lives like 
UQVM��PIL�UIVIOML�\W�ÅVL�\PMU[MT^M[�_PQ[SML�I_Ia�\W�I�TIVL�WN �N]V�IVL�
T]`]Za��1�U][\�ILUQ\�\PI\�NWTTW_QVO�\PM�TQ^M[�WN �1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�UILM�
me a little jealous (okay, maybe more than a little), but I was also incredibly 
QV\ZQO]ML��;]ZMTa�JMQVO�I�[WKQIT�UMLQI�QVÆ]MVKMZ�KW]TLV¼\�QV^WT^M�\PI\�U]KP�
MٺWZ\#�aW]�XW[\�I�NM_�XPW\W[�WN �aW]Z[MTN �WVTQVM��ZMIKP�W]\�\W�[WUM�KWUXIVQM[�
IVL�JMO�\PMU�\W�[MVL�aW]�NZMM�[\]ٺ��IVL�\PM�ZM[\�R][\�\ISM[�KIZM�WN �Q\[MTN �������
right? 

?MTT��IK\]ITTa��Q\¼[�VW\�\PI\�[QUXTM��<PM�_WZS�WN �IV�1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ�
UIa�VW\�[MMU�TQSM�U]KP�_WZS�I\�ÅZ[\�OTIVKM��J]\�Q\�KIV��QV�NIK\��JM�I�N]TT�\QUM�
job. Unlike the typical Instagram user who likely just sees the app as a place 
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\W�KWVVMK\�_Q\P�NZQMVL[��XW[\�\PMQZ�JM[\�[MTÅM[�NWZ�KTW]\��IVL�XMZPIX[�[TQLM�
QV\W�\PM�WKKI[QWVIT�,5��,QZMK\�5M[[IOM���1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�KZMI\M�\PMQZ�
XW[\[�_Q\P�\PM�[XMKQÅK�QV\MV\�WN �UIZSM\QVO�JZIVL[��[MZ^QKM[��IVL�XZWL]K\[�\W�
\PMQZ�NWTTW_MZ[��QV�PWXM[�WN �UISQVO�I�XZWÅ\��6W\�WVTa�\PI\��J]\�Ja�XZWUW\QVO�
\PM[M�JZIVL[�\PZW]OP�1V[\IOZIU¼[�XTI\NWZU��\PM[M�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�IZM�XZW^QLQVO�
companies with valuable exposure to their target audience: millennials and 
/MV�B��*a�TWWSQVO�I\�1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ�XW[\[�][QVO�I�NZIUM_WZS�JI[ML�WV�
cultural-historical activity theory that is used by the ISU Writing program, 
8+0)<�NWZ�[PWZ\��_M�KIV�[\IZ\�\W�[MM�PW_�\PM�_WZS�WN �1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�
is actually a form of  carefully-crafted marketing that isn’t nearly as easy to 
execute as it may look. 

CHATting About IG 

<PM�1TTQVWQ[�;\I\M�=VQ^MZ[Q\a��1;=��?ZQ\QVO�8ZWOZIU�_MJ[Q\M�LMÅVM[�8+0)<�
as something “to help us think about and study the complex genres that we 
MVKW]V\MZ�QV�\PM�_WZTL�º�?M�KIV�^QM_�1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ�XW[\[�I[�I�\aXM�
of  text that exists within the genre of  Instagram posts. A genre is “a kind 
of  production that is possible to identify by understanding the conventions 
or features that make that production recognizable” (ISU Writing 
Program). In other words, every Instagram post in existence has features 
and characteristics, sometimes referred to as conventions, that help us to 
recognize it as an Instagram post. For example, some conventions of  the 
Instagram post genre include hashtags, photos or video clips, text captions, 
and a number indicating many users have “liked” the post underneath it. 

1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ�XW[\[�IZM�I�[]JOMVZM�WN �1V[\IOZIU�XW[\[��)TWVO�
with adhering to the conventions of  the standard Instagram post genre, 
QVÆ]MVKMZ�XW[\[�WV�1V[\IOZIU�KWUM�_Q\P�\PMQZ�W_V�]VQY]M�[M\�WN �KWV^MV\QWV[�
I[�_MTT��.WZ�M`IUXTM��JMKI][M�1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ�XW[\[�IZM�][ML�\W�XZWUW\M�
XZWL]K\[�IVL�[MZ^QKM[��QVÆ]MVKMZ[�IT_Ia[�QVKT]LM�\PM�VIUM�WN �\PM�JZIVL��
product, and/or the company they are marketing in their post tags and 
captions. Instagram may seem like a platform that exists solely for pleasure 
IVL�VW\�NWZ�J][QVM[[��J]\�\PI\�Q[�VW\�\PM�KI[M�NWZ�\PM�KWUU]VQ\a�WN �QVÆ]MVKMZ[�
][QVO�\PM�IXX��)V�1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ�U][\�JM�IJTM�\W�[]KKM[[N]TTa�KWV^QVKM�
their followers of  their credibility, reliability, emotional authenticity, and 
knowledge of  the products they promote if  they want their followers to 
J]a�\PM�\PQVO[�\PMa�IL^MZ\Q[M�[W�\PMa�KIV�UISM�I�XZWÅ\�IVL�UIQV\IQV�[\ZWVO�
relationships with their sponsorship partners. Every influencer post we 
[MM� Q[�XTIVVML�W]\�IVL�KZMI\ML�QV�I�[XMKQÅK�_Ia�NWZ�I�[XMKQÅK�X]ZXW[M¸
\W�MٺMK\Q^MTa�UIZSM\�I�[MZ^QKM�WZ�XZWL]K\��1VÆ]MVKMZ[�IZM�IK\QVO�I[�M`XMZ\�
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resources with valuable opinions on the brands, services, and products 
they promote every time they make a new post, which means that casual 
1V[\IOZIU�][MZ[�IZM�JMQVO�[]JKWV[KQW][Ta�[_IaML�IVL�QVÆ]MVKML�Ja�\PM[M�
social media professionals whenever they scroll through their Instagram 
NMML[¸IVL�\PMa�UIa�VW\�M^MV�ZMITQbM�Q\	�

This makes us active participants in the complex activity system 
that is Instagram. According to the ISU Writing Program website, activity 
systems are “cooperative interactions aimed at achieving a goal. As a lens, the 
activity system helps us to analyze the psychological and social processes of  
achieving that goal.” As I mentioned earlier, the primary goal of  social media 
QVÆ]MVKMZ[�Q[�\W�KWV^QVKM�\PMQZ�NWTTW_MZ[�\W�J]a�\PM�\PQVO[�\PMa¼ZM�UIZSM\QVO�
WVTQVM��_PQKP�UMIV[�\PMQZ�NWTTW_MZ[�IZMV¼\�R][\�JMQVO�QUXIK\ML�Ja�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�
NZWU�I�[WKQIT�XMZ[XMK\Q^M��J]\�NZWU�I�ÅVIVKQIT�WVM�I[�_MTT��1V�\PQ[�IZ\QKTM��
I’ll be using the PCHAT terms representation, activity, and socialization to 
IVITabM�XW[\[�NZWU�I�[IUXTM�WN �QVÆ]MVKMZ[�K]ZZMV\Ta�IK\Q^M�WV�1V[\IOZIU�IVL�
JZMIS�LW_V�PW_�IVL�_Pa�1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�XTIV��KZMI\M��IVL�XZWUW\M�
their posts the way they do. I’ll then discuss what PCHAT has helped me 
learn as a user of  social media. 

On Instagram Straight Reppin’ 

In her article Just CHATing, Joyce Walker uses the CHAT term 
representation to refer to how “the people who produce a text 
conceptualize and plan it (how they think about it, how they talk about it), 
as well as all the activities and materials that shape how people do this” 
������:MXZM[MV\I\QWV�XTIa[�I�TIZOM�ZWTM�QV�PW_�1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�XTIV�
their posts; as professional brand ambassadors, they have to think carefully 
about how each individual element of  an Instagram post will help them to 
[]KKM[[N]TTa�[MTT�[WUM\PQVO��-^MV�\PQVO[�\PI\�UIa�[MMU�QV[QOVQÅKIV\�QV�\PM�
planning of  an Instagram post can end up having a big impact on how the 
advertisement will be received and how many people will see it. For example, 
1V[\IOZIU�KIX\QWV[�KIV�JM�]X�\W�������KPIZIK\MZ[�TWVO��J]\�UIVa�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�
choose to make their captions shorter so that people who see their posts 
won’t get distracted, bored, or intimidated by the posts’ lengths and scroll 
past them.

Hashtags are another genre convention of  the Instagram caption that 
Q[�[\ZI\MOQKITTa�XTIVVML�W]\�Ja�IV�QVÆ]MVKMZ��1V[\IOZIU�][MZ[�KIV�QVKT]LM�]X�
\W�\PQZ\a�LQٺMZMV\�PI[P\IO[�QV�\PM�KIX\QWV�WN �\PMQZ�XW[\��IVL�IT[W�PI^M�\PM�
WX\QWV�\W�QVKT]LM�IVW\PMZ�\PQZ\a�PI[P\IO[�QV�\PM�ÅZ[\�KWUUMV\�WN �\PMQZ�XW[\��
0I[P\IO[�KIV�UISM�WZ�JZMIS�_PM\PMZ�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�_QTT�OM\�PQOP�TM^MT[�WN �][MZ�
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engagement on their posts. All of  the content on Instagram is categorized 
and made discoverable to Instagram users using hashtags. Because of  this, 
PI[P\IO�][M�Q[�WVM�WN �\PM�UIQV�_Ia[�1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�OM\�VM_�NWTTW_MZ[��
1N �IV�QVÆ]MVKMZ�][M[�I�XWX]TIZ��NZMY]MV\Ta�][ML�PI[P\IO��TQSM��NI[PQWV��NWZ�
example, which currently has roughly 734 million Instagram posts listed 
under it), then there will be more opportunities for their post to be viewed by 
more people. 

7V�\PM�ÆQX�[QLM��\PM�PI[P\IO[�IV�QVÆ]MVKMZ�KPWW[M[�KW]TL�IT[W�JM�[W�
XWX]TIZ�\PI\�\PW[M�_PW�][M�\PMU�QV�\PMQZ�XW[\�KIX\QWV[�UIa�ÅVL�\PMU[MT^M[�
TW[\� QV� \PM� [P]ټM�WN � \PM�W\PMZ�UQTTQWV[�WN � 1V[\IOZIUUMZ[�IT[W�][QVO� \PM�
PI[P\IO��;WUM�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�M^MV�X]ZXW[MN]TTa�KPWW[M�\W�][M�PI[P\IO[�_Q\P�
TW_MZ�IUW]V\[�WN �WVTQVM�\ZIٻK�[W�\PI\�\PMa�PI^M�I�PQOPMZ�KPIVKM�WN �OM\\QVO�
their posts featured to a niche audience. 

1V�.QO]ZM����1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ�(QIUKMKQTQINW[[�QVKT]LM[�WVTa�NW]Z�
hashtags in her post caption. Two of  the hashtags are popular ones: #stronger 
has been used on Instagram 5.4 million times, and #ad has been used a 
whopping 10.3 million times. However, her other two hashtag choices are not 
I[�NZMY]MV\Ta�][ML�I[�\PM�W\PMZ�\_W��<PM�PI[P\IO��;\ZWVOMZ[_MLMV�PI[�JMMV�
used on Instagram roughly 46,300 times and #strongerlabel has been used 
a little over 1,500 times. Cecilia’s post is currently listed on Instagram as one 
of  the top posts categorized under the hashtag #strongerlabel, which means 
\PI\�_PMV�1V[\IOZIU�][MZ[�TWWS�]X�\PI\�[XMKQÅK�PI[P\IO��PMZ�1V[\IOZIU�XW[\�
Q[�WVM�WN �\PM�ÅZ[\�Å^M�\PI\�IXXMIZ[�QV�\PM�[MIZKP�ZM[]T\[��.QO]ZM�����*MKI][M�

.QO]ZM��"�)�[KZMMV[PW\�WN �IV�1V[\IOZIU�XW[\�NZWU�QVÆ]MVKMZ�(QIUKMKQTQINW[[�
IL^MZ\Q[QVO�I\PTM\QK_MIZ�NWZ�\PM�Å\VM[[�KTW\PQVO�JZIVL�;\ZWVOMZ�� 

Found at http://www.instagram.com/p/B24gnWwBOMT/.
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of  this, Instagram users who are not currently 
following Cecilia, but do follow the #strongerlabel 
hashtag, will be much more likely to see her post 
and potentially follow her. 

Since hashtags are usually included in the 
caption of  an Instagram post, using too many of  
\PMU�QV�I�KIX\QWV�KIV�[WUM\QUM[�JM�Wٺ�X]\\QVO�\W�
Instagram users viewing content. To remedy this 
issue, some Instagrammers have taken up a practice, 
commonly referred to as “hashtag hiding,” in which 
they strategically place a row of  dots, emojis, and/
or other symbols in line breaks above their hashtags 
so that their followers will have to click the “more” 
button in order to see them (Figures 3 and 4). 

<PM�\QUM�_PMV�IV�QVÆ]MVKMZ�KPWW[M[�\W�]XTWIL�
their Instagram post to the app can also impact 
how many people will end up seeing it. Instagram 
Q[�UWZM�NZMY]MV\Ta�][ML�I\�KMZ\IQV�\QUM[�WN �LIa��[W�
Q\�Q[V¼\�]VKWUUWV�NWZ�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�\W�[KPML]TM�\PMQZ�
posts for optimized times in hopes of  getting higher 

Figure 2: A screenshot of  the 
Instagram explore page for the 

#strongerlabel hashtag featuring 
Cecilia’s post. Found at http://www 
.instagram.cm/explore/tags/strongerlabel.

Figure 3: A screenshot of  an Instagram caption 
that incorporates hashtag hiding. This image 

shows what the visible portion of  the Instagram 
KIX\QWV�TWWS[�TQSM�_PMV�Q\�ÅZ[\�IXXMIZ[�WV� 

an Instagram user’s feed. Found at  
https://www.instagram.com/p/BmD8BBlnlNY/.

Figure 4: A screenshot of  the same Instagram 
caption pictured in Figure 3, but this image shows 

what the expanded caption looks like once you click 
“more.” Found at https://www.instagram.com 

/p/BmD8BBlnlNY/.
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amounts of  engagement on their advertisements and growing their follower 
KW]V\��;WUM�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�M^MV�QV^M[\�QV�IXX[�WZ�[WN\_IZM�\W�\ZIKS�\PM�IUW]V\�
of  engagement they get on each post based on the time of  day they upload 
\W�1V[\IOZIU�IVL�_PQKP�PI[P\IO[�\PMa�][M��<PQ[�PMTX[�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�LM\MZUQVM�
the best times to use Instagram and which hashtags they should include in 
their posts in order to get the most likes and comments. 

Now that I’ve taken some time to talk about some elements of  
ZMXZM[MV\I\QWV�\PI\�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�KWUUWVTa�][M�QV�\PMQZ�_WZS��1¼L�TQSM�\W�\ISM�I�
TWWS�I\�I�XW[\�NZWU�IV�QVÆ]MVKMZ�K]ZZMV\Ta�IK\Q^M�QV�\PM�1V[\IOZIU�KWUU]VQ\a�
and analyze what kinds of  representation could have impacted her planning 
XZWKM[[��<PQ[�XW[\� KWUM[� \W�][� NZWU�(MUUI_TSMZ�� IV� QVÆ]MVKMZ�� ^QLMW�
creator, and fashion writer. 

By analyzing the genre conventions featured in Emma’s Instagram 
XW[\��_M�KIV�[\IZ\�\W�QLMV\QNa�ITT�\PM�LQٺMZMV\�MTMUMV\[�WN �\PM�XW[\�\PI\�[PM�
conceptualized and planned through the process of  representation to help 
LM\MZUQVM�_PI\�\PM�ÅVIT�XZWL]K\�WN �PMZ�IL^MZ\Q[MUMV\� NWZ�0MTTW.ZM[P��I�
UMIT�SQ\�LMTQ^MZa�KWUXIVa��_W]TL�TWWS�TQSM��:QOP\�Wٺ�\PM�JI\��1�VW\QKML�\PI\�
the photo included in Emma’s post is a compilation of  four separate images 
KWTTIOML�\WOM\PMZ��1V�\PM�ÅZ[\�XPW\W��[PM¼[�PWTLQVO�]X�\PM�ZMKQXM�KIZL�NWZ�
the meal kit; in the second, she’s holding the recipe card in one hand and a 

.QO]ZM��"�(MUUI_TSMZ¼[�[XWV[WZML�1V[\IOZIU�XW[\�NWZ�\PM�UMIT�SQ\�LMTQ^MZa�KWUXIVa�0MTTW.ZM[P��
Found at P\\X["��___�QV[\IOZIU�KWU�X�*�G[,�VVKAb�.
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spatula in the other, giving her followers insight into what types of  cooking 
tools are used to make the recipe. In the third photo, she’s begun the meal 
creation process, and appears to be sautéing some of  the ingredients in a 
XIV��IVL�QV�\PM�ÅVIT�XPW\W��[PM¼[�PWTLQVO�\PM�ÅVQ[PML�ZMKQXM�QV�I�JW_T�IVL�
has a forkful of  noodles in her line of  sight, presumably getting ready to 
\ISM�I�JQ\M�WN �PMZ�N]TTa�XZMXIZML�UMIT	�1\¼[�XW[[QJTM�\PI\�[PM�XTIVVML�\W�][M�
NW]Z�LQٺMZMV\�XPW\W[�QV�PMZ�XW[\�\W�PQOPTQOP\�\PM�MV\QZM�XZWKM[[�WN �][QVO�\PM�
0MTTW.ZM[P�UMIT�SQ\�NZWU�[\IZ\�\W�ÅVQ[P�[W�\PI\�PMZ�NWTTW_MZ[�_W]TL�PI^M�I�
clearer idea of  what to expect if  they ordered the kit for themselves. Since 
-UUI�LMKQLML�\W�UISM�I�XPW\W�KWTTIOM�NWZ�\PQ[�[XMKQÅK�1V[\IOZIU�XW[\��[PM�
also had to plan out what tools she would need to create the photo collage. 
Because four images are framed by a digital border, this shows she also made 
the conscious decision to use some kind of  graphic design tool or digital 
MLQ\QVO�[WN\_IZM�\W�KZMI\M�\PM�ÅVQ[PML�QUIOM�NWZ�PMZ�XW[\��

Another instance of  representation impacting Emma’s Instagram-post-
planning process can be found by looking at her caption for the picture. She 
states in the caption that she has partnered up with HelloFresh to give her 
NWTTW_MZ[�IV�M`KT][Q^M�KWLM�\W�OM\�� ��Wٺ�\PMQZ�ÅZ[\�UWV\PTa�UMIT�SQ\�X]ZKPI[M#�
this means that she had to communicate with HelloFresh’s company to 
[MK]ZM�\PQ[�JZIVL�LMIT�QV�\PM�ÅZ[\�XTIKM��IVL�TQSMTa�XIZ\QKQXI\ML�QV�[WUM�[WZ\�
of  meeting with members of  the company to discuss and agree to the terms 
of  the sponsorship and plan out exactly what information HelloFresh needed 
her post to include to best market the meal kit to her followers. 

Getting Your Act(ivity) Together 

The next PCHAT term I’d like to discuss is activity. Walker says, “Activity 
is a term that encompasses the actual practices that people engage in as they 
create text (writing, drawing, walking across the hall to ask someone else 
what they think, getting peer review, etc.)” (76). The Instagram app functions 
as an activity system “aimed at achieving a goal” (ISU Writing Program). 
The goal, or goals, of  activity systems are “achieved through the work of  
XMWXTM�IVL�\PM�\WWT[�\PMa�][M�º�IVL�LQٺMZMV\�OMVZM[�KIV�N]VK\QWV�I[�[WUM�
of  those tools. In the case of  the activity system that is the Instagram app, 
Instagram posts are a genre that was created to help achieve the goals of  
the app and its creators. One of  those goals is to help the app’s owners and 
investors make as much money as possible through the Instagram platform. 
Even though the app is free for members of  Instagram to use, it is currently 
worth over $100 billion dollars; according to Instagram co-founder Kevin 
Systrom, one of  the other goals the founders of  Instagram hope to achieve 
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is making Instagram “not just a photo-sharing app,” but “the way you share 
your life when you’re on the go” (Simon; Lagorio-Chafkin). 

So, what exactly does the CHAT term “activity” have to do with the 
goals of  Instagram? Because the Instagram post genre is a tool “that the 
XIZ\QKQXIV\�[��CWN �1V[\IOZIUE�][M�\W�IKPQM^Mº�\PM�OWIT[�WN �\PM�IXX�IK\Q^Q\a�
system, these goals cannot be reached without Instagram users actively 
engaging in the practices necessary to help reach them. Since many 
1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�][M�\PM�IXX�IVL�\PMQZ�XZWUW\QWVIT�XW[\[�I[�I�\WWT�\W�
earn income, the activities they choose to engage (or not engage) in—and the 
ways they execute these forms of  activity—can have a tremendous impact on 
\PM�W^MZITT�Y]ITQ\a�WN �\PMQZ�1V[\IOZIU�XW[\[��

=[QVO�\PQ[�VM`\�1V[\IOZIU�XW[\�NZWU�(SM^QV_I\PMa��I�aWOI�KWUXIVa�
owner and brand ambassador for a mindfulness and wellness-inspired 
jewelry company, we can take a closer look at the vital role activity plays in 
\PM�_WZS�WN �XZWNM[[QWVIT�1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ[��

4WWSQVO�I\�3M^QV¼[�XW[\��\PM�ÅZ[\�\PQVO�Ua�MaM�Q[�LZI_V�\W�Q[�\PM�XPW\W��
He’s pictured sitting cross-legged on a yoga mat with a backdrop of  plants, 
palm trees, and a colorful sky behind him. This leads me to think about what 
types of  activity Kevin had to engage in to create this post. The text included 
with the image states that the photo was taken in Poipu, a beach on the 
southern side of  the island of  Kaua’i, Hawaii. To get to Poipu, Kevin likely 

.QO]ZM��"�(SM^QV_I\PMa¼[�1V[\IOZIU�XW[\�XZWUW\QVO�I�aWOI�ZM[WZ\�\ZQX�WٺMZML�\PZW]OP�PQ[�KWUXIVa��
Synchronicity Yoga. Found at P\\X["��___�QV[\IOZIU�KWU�X�*]�44<�.5[K�.
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PIL�\W�MVOIOM�QV�ITT�[WZ\[�WN �IK\Q^Q\QM[¸J]aQVO�I�XTIVM�\QKSM\��JWWSQVO�I�ÆQOP\�
to the island of  Kaua’i, and transporting himself  to Poipu beach to take this 
photo. Not only that, but Kevin also made the decision to feature a photo 
of  himself  in the lotus position, a yoga pose, so we can consider the physical 
action of  him doing yoga to be yet another form of  activity that had to occur 
for this post to be created. 

Because cultural-historical activity theory situates the study of  genres 
I[�[WUM\PQVO�KWUXTM`��Æ]QL��IVL�QVPMZMV\Ta�[WKQIT��IK\Q^Q\a�Q[�I�KWUXWVMV\�
of  PCHAT that often involves more than one person. In the caption of  his 
Instagram post, Kevin credits another Instagram user for taking his photo. 
Kevin’s decision to collaborate with a photographer in order to get his picture 
taken for this post is an example of  another form of  activity that had to take 
place for this post to be made. Choosing his photographer for the photo and 
coordinating a time to take the picture for his post can be regarded as more 
of  the many types of  activity Kevin engaged in as part of  the Instagram-post 
creation process. 

It is also important to note that activity doesn’t just impact the way an 
1V[\IOZIU�][MZ�\ISM[�I�XPW\W�NWZ�I�XW[\��J]\�KIV�IٺMK\�PW_�\PMa�KZMI\M�\PM�
content featured in the post itself  as well. For instance, Kevin took part in the 
action of  brainstorming what he wanted to write in his post caption, then 
engaged in the action of  physically writing out the caption on a touchscreen 
or keyboard. Brainstorming and writing are two more kinds of  activity 
Kevin participated in to aid in achieving the goal of  successfully marketing 
his company’s yoga resort trip to other Instagram users. 

Putting the “Social” in Social Media 

The last PCHAT term I’d like to focus on is socialization. Walker says, 
“socialization describes the interactions of  people and institutions as they 
produce, distribute and use texts. When people engage with texts, they are 
also (consciously and unconsciously) engaged in the practice of  representing 
IVL�\ZIV[NWZUQVO�LQٺMZMV\�SQVL[�WN �[WKQIT�IVL�K]T\]ZIT�XZIK\QKM[º�������)[�I�
NWZU�WN �[WKQIT�UMLQI��Q\¼[�TQSMTa�VW�[]ZXZQ[M�\PI\�[WKQITQbI\QWV�Q[�NZMY]MV\Ta�
taking place within the activity system of  Instagram. I’ll be using this next 
1V[\IOZIU�XW[\�NZWU�(_PQ\\aRIb��I�[SQVKIZM��Å\VM[[��IVL�_MTTVM[[�JTWOOMZ��\W�
LQ[K][[�PW_�[WKQITQbI\QWV�[XMKQÅKITTa�QUXIK\[�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�IVL�\PMQZ�NWTTW_MZ[�
on Instagram. 

When looking at the text caption of  Jazmine’s Instagram post, you’ll 
VW\QKM�\PI\�[PM�MVL[�PMZ�KIX\QWV�_Q\P�[WUM�WXMV�MVLML�Y]M[\QWV[�NWZ�PMZ�
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followers: “What outside-of-the-box ways do you use packing cubes, or 
_PI\�LW�aW]�\PQVS�aW]�KW]TL�][M�\PMU�NWZ'º�8W[QVO�\PM[M�Y]M[\QWV[�VW\�WVTa�
encourages Jazmine’s followers to respond to her in the comments, which 
would in turn raise the amount of  follower engagement she receives on 
the post, but also asks her followers to think about how the product she is 
promoting could be useful to them in their everyday lives. If  someone 
ZM[XWVL[�\W�2IbUQVM¼[�Y]M[\QWV[�Ja�[PIZQVO�_PI\�\PMa�_W]TL�TQSM�\W�][M�\PM�
packing cubes for, they could become that much more invested in purchasing 
the product for themselves. Jazmine’s interactions show how the genre of  the 
Instagram post has the potential to be transformed through socialization; as 
PMZ�NWTTW_MZ[�ZM[XWVL�\W�PMZ�Y]M[\QWV[�QV�\PM�KWUUMV\[�_Q\P�IV[_MZ[�IJW]\�
how they might use the packing cubes, in turn, other Instagram users will 
see those comments and be inspired to think about it as well. Every time an 
1V[\IOZIU�][MZ�ZM[XWVL[�\W�2IbUQVM¼[�Y]M[\QWV[�QV�\PM�KWUUMV\[��\PMa�IZM�
essentially helping to market the product alongside her. 

.WZ� [WUM� QVÆ]MVKMZ[��MVOIOQVO�_Q\P� \PMQZ� NWTTW_MZ[�WV� 1V[\IOZIU� Q[�
IVW\PMZ�_Ia�[WKQITQbI\QWV�IٺMK\[�\PMQZ�_WZS��5IVa�1V[\IOZIU�][MZ[�_IV\�\W�
SVW_�QN �\PM�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�\PMa�NWTTW_�IZM�\Z][\_WZ\Pa��KZMLQJTM��IVL�MUW\QWVITTa�
I]\PMV\QK��;WUM�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�WV�1V[\IOZIU�PI^M�OW\\MV�I�JIL�ZIX�NZWU�\PM�
public for promoting products that they don’t like, or that don’t work as 

.QO]ZM��"�)�[KZMMV[PW\�WN �IV�1V[\IOZIU�XW[\�NZWU�QVÆ]MVKMZ�(_PQ\\aRIb�XW[QVO�_Q\P�I�JZIVL�WN �
packing cubes. Found at https://www.instagram.com/p/B1b99QsnEQO/.
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well as they claim they do, just to get free 
products from companies and make money 
Wٺ� \PM�IL^MZ\Q[MUMV\[��_PQKP� Q[� [WUM\QUM[�
negatively referred to on social media as a 
practice called “shilling.” 

On the other hand, influencers like 
Jazmine take a more straightforward 
approach to promoting the things they 
advertise. Figure 8 shows an interaction in the 
comment section of  Jazmine’s post between 
her and a follower. The follower says in their 
comment that they thought about purchasing 
the packing cubes, but typically roll their 
KTW\PM[�I[�I�XIKSQVO�\MKPVQY]M�QV[\MIL��1V�PMZ�
response to the comment, Jazmine admits 
that while she doesn’t know how good the 
cubes are for saving space, she enjoys using 
them because they help her stay organized when packing. She then goes on 
to share another way she uses the cubes, as a way to pack dirty clothes at 
the end of  a trip, and says that she has “honestly been surprised by them.” 
Jazmine’s comment provides her followers with evidence of  her authenticity 
and reliability as an influencer, which in turn could help convince her 
followers that she is trustworthy and that the opinions she shares about the 
packing cubes are honest ones. 

Exercising My Insta-Agency 

*a�\ISQVO�\QUM�\W�IVITabM�\PM�OMVZM�WN �1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ�XW[\[�UWZM�KTW[MTa�
than I ever have before using PCHAT, I’ve learned a lot about my role as a 
consumer, both through the content on my Instagram feed and the products 
IVL� [MZ^QKM[� 1�X]ZKPI[M�JMQVO�XZWUW\ML�Ja� QVÆ]MVKMZ[�WV� [WKQIT�UMLQI��
As an active participant in the complex activity system that is Instagram, I 
JMTQM^M�\PI\�Q\¼[�Ua�ZM[XWV[QJQTQ\a�\W�JM�[UIZ\�IJW]\�\PM�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�1�KPWW[M�
to support and the things I see being advertised that I choose to purchase, 
and one of  the best ways for me to do that is by thinking more deeply about 
\PM�KPWQKM[�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�UISM�QV�\PMQZ�1V[\IOZIU�XW[\�KZMI\QWV�XZWKM[[�IVL�
KWV[QLMZQVO�PW_�\PW[M�KPWQKM[�IٺMK\�UM�I[�I�^QM_MZ�WN �\PI\�KWV\MV\��

After being introduced to the framework of  PCHAT and learning just 
PW_�KWUXTM`�WN �I�OMVZM�1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ�XW[\[�KIV�JM��1�VW_�PI^M�I�

Figure 8: A screenshot of  a portion of  the 
KWUUMV\�[MK\QWV�NZWU�(_PQ\\aRIb¼[�1V[\IOZIU�

post. Found at https://www.instagram.com/p 
/B1b99QsnEQO/. 
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PIVLa�TQ[\�WN �OW�\W�Y]M[\QWV[�1�I[S�Ua[MTN �JMNWZM�J]aQVO�[WUM\PQVO�1�[MM�IV�
QVÆ]MVKMZ�XZWUW\M"�

� �� 1[�\PQ[�QVÆ]MVKMZ�[WUMWVM�1�^QM_�I[�ZMTQIJTM��KZMLQJTM��\Z][\_WZ\Pa��IVL�
emotionally authentic? 

� �� 0I[�\PQ[�QVÆ]MVKMZ�XZW^QLML�UM�_Q\P�IVa�^Q[QJTM�XZWWN �WZ�\M[\QUWVa�\PI\�
this product is as good as they claim it is? 

� �� ,WM[�\PQ[�QVÆ]MVKMZ�M`KT][Q^MTa�XW[\�[XWV[WZML�KWV\MV\��WZ�LW�\PMa�UISM�
personal posts too? 

� �� 1[�\PQ[�QVÆ]MVKMZ�QV\MZIK\QVO�ZMO]TIZTa�_Q\P�\PMQZ�NWTTW_MZ[��IVL�QN �[W��LW�1�
believe these interactions are positive and authentic ones? 

=[QVO�\PM[M�Y]M[\QWV[�PMTX[�UM�NMMT�KWVÅLMV\�\PI\�\PM�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�1�[]XXWZ\�
Å[KITTa�IZM�WVM[�1�KIV�IT[W�[\IVL�JMPQVL�I[�XMWXTM��IVL�_Q\PW]\�TMIZVQVO�IJW]\�
the framework of  PCHAT, I never would have realized just how much thought, 
XTIVVQVO��IVL�MٺWZ\�OWM[�QV\W�\PM�KZMI\QWV�WN �I�[QVOTM�1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ�
post, or just how much agency regular users of  Instagram, like myself, have in 
shaping how the activity system of  Instagram functions and transforms as we 
engage with the posts, products, and people that exist within it. 

)VITabQVO� 1V[\IOZIU�XW[\[�� I� OMVZM� \PI\� 1� MVKW]V\MZ� NZMY]MV\Ta� QV�
Ua�XMZ[WVIT�TQNM��PI[�IT[W�ITTW_ML�UM�\W�[MM�\PM�JMVMÅ\[�WN �][QVO�K]T\]ZIT�
historical activity theory to better analyze, understand, and create the 
genres I encounter as a student. Although research papers and academic 
articles aren’t always the easiest genres for me to understand, before I began 
IVITabQVO�1V[\IOZIU�QVÆ]MVKMZ�XW[\[�][QVO�8+0)<��\PI\�_I[�I�OMVZM�1�LQLV¼\�
understand very well either. Now, I see PCHAT as a tool that I can use to 
analyze all kinds of  genres, whether that genre is a daunting history textbook 
WZ�IV�IL�NWZ�\PM�_WZTL¼[�KWUÅM[\�XIQZ�WN �TMOOQVO[�NZWU�Ua�NI^WZQ\M�QVÆ]MVKMZ��
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