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Abstract  

The increasing presence of sustainability in multiple contexts of today’s societies has led to the phe-

nomenon of proliferating representations of the term. A lack of consensus towards the terminology 

within theory and media representations formed the base for uncertain understandings in public. Corre-

spondingly, this supports the argument for investigating the public’s representation of sustainability to 

contribute knowledge about the current understanding of the term in public. As a platform for open and 

globalized communication, social media, Instagram in specific, is considered as the research field for 

investigation. In detail, this analysis aims to investigate large-scale user-generated data with the ‘#sus-

tainability’ on Instagram as the research context, to provide knowledge on the users’ representation of 

the phenomenon. A mixed-method approach of computational and human-driven qualitative and quan-

titative content analysis enriched the scope of the analysis to an amount of 50.000 Instagram posts. 

Correspondingly, the analysis of over 770.000 co-occurred hashtags within the posts allowed a contex-

tualization of the phenomenon to key themes represented by the platform’s users. According to framing 

and agenda-setting theory as theoretical frameworks of this thesis, the findings reveal a dominant fram-

ing of sustainability from an environmental perspective, in correlation to the current media agenda. 

Moreover, the results disclose four key meta-frames, indicating dominant patterns of representing sus-

tainability in the context of Eco-Efficiency, Accountability, Consumerism, and Identity. In addition to 

that, the findings revealed primarily positive framing towards sustainability by the public.  

The theoretical contribution is an analytical investigation of sustainability representation on Insta-

gram, whereby co-occurred themes help to guide further initiatives to improve behavior change and the 

shift towards a sustainable future.   

 

Keywords: sustainability, social media, Instagram, mainstream media, public representation, framing 

theory, agenda setting theory.  
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1 Introduction 

The past decade has witnessed the growing importance of sustainability in society, lead-

ing to the current status of an “indispensable concept of our time” (Castro, 2004, p.195). 

However, the concept received increasingly critique for lack of consensus on a definition 

of the term. Accordingly, the proliferation of representations for the term evolved into a 

present phenomenon. Leading definitions of the phenomenon are found in theory, repre-

senting sustainability within an interplay of three interwoven elements of conception – 

economic, environmental, and social responsibility. However, the practices of represent-

ing sustainability differ from theory. Especially the media has been criticized for repre-

senting the term in indeterminacy in definition and scope (Robinson, 2004) and an indis-

criminate connection to other terms (Bruff & Wood, 2000). This thesis is grounded in the 

fragmented discourse of sustainability following the aim to shed light on how the public 

represents the phenomenon on the social media platform Instagram. 

Essentially, the evolution from traditional media to social media has led to a shift to-

wards an open and globalized communication network with increasing relevance in to-

day’s media environment. This has been emphasized through the growth of users and user 

engagement, in recent years, and the growing public articulation and sharing of attitudes, 

ideas, and lifestyles on social media. Caused by the increasing importance of the plat-

forms, social media are considered a tool with influential power in today’s media envi-

ronment. Kool et al. (2009) especially highlighted the consideration of the platform’s po-

tential to positively influence users and inspire commercial and public institutions, to-

wards sustainable practices. Consequently, the representation of sustainability on social 

media may affect the behavior of the recipient, as argued by Hodkinson (2017) that “con-

tent may have the capacity to influence the thoughts and lives of users and the broader 

ways of life and social relations” (p. 10). This regard has been influential in understanding 

the importance of an attentive representation concerning sustainability on social media to 

drive the change towards a sustainable future.  

This study aims to contribute to the ongoing debate about the phenomenon with the 

influential potential to drive sustainable change through social media. Therefore, this 

study sheds light on the public representation of the phenomenon in addressing the fol-

lowing research questions:  
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(1) How is sustainability represented within the three-element conception of environ-
mental, economic and social responsibility on social media? 

 

(2) What are represented key-frames within sustainability content on social media?  

 
Juxtaposing framing and agenda setting theories as the fundamental theoretical frame-

works, the study investigates 50.000 posts of the platform Instagram with the ‘#sustaina-

bility’. The focus of the research approached through a qualitative and quantitative con-

tent analysis, is set on co-occurred hashtags. Hashtags construct meaning in social media 

texts, argued by Xiong et al. (2019) in stating that hashtags function as “a vehicle to create 

awareness and discussion, spread ideas and better affiliate individuals with a community” 

(p.10).  

Facing a “lack of research on how the terminology of sustainability actually has been 

embraced and used in the media”, stated by Fischer et al. (2017, p.610), this study aims 

to provide knowledge on the gap in research about how sustainability is used and repre-

sented on social media. Furthermore, this paper aims to contribute relevant knowledge 

about the representation of the phenomenon by the public on social media, because the 

contemporary growth of social media has led to a globalized outlet with relevance within 

the field of media and communication studies.  

Furthermore, the academic investigation of the phenomenon’s representation by the 

public contributes to the field of hashtags as a valuable keyword-tool in media that is 

declared as “one of the most unique yet understudied tools available on social media plat-

forms” (Saxton et al., 2018, p.154). Investigating the representation of sustainability by 

the public on social media in correlation to the media agenda, from an agenda-setting 

theory perspective, the findings contribute to an underrepresentation in literature about 

social media and traditional agenda-setting practices. Furthermore, looking at the analysis 

from a framing theory perspective, allows understanding users’ motivation and attitudes 

towards sustainability, contributing knowledge to academics, sustainability stakeholders, 

and policymakers to offer possibilities for driving a change towards a sustainable future. 

Moreover, the investigation focuses on the currently represented knowledge status of the 

term in society, correlating to Dahlgren (2009), in declaring that knowledge builds the 

prerequisite for action.  

2 Background 
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This chapter presents three main areas of background information to build a fundamental 

understanding of the research object. The first section provides knowledge regarding the 

phenomenon of sustainability and its concepts. The second section supports the compre-

hension of changes from traditional media practices towards social media. The last sec-

tion aims to deepen the understanding of the hashtag-culture on social media and how 

hashtags provide meaning towards posted content.  

2.1 The Phenomenon of Sustainability 

Within the past decades, the term “sustainability” got increasingly popular. Although the 

term was acknowledged as a subtopic term back in the 1970s, it nowadays reached the 

status of an “indispensable concept of our time”, as stated by Castro (2004, p.195). In 

recent years, the notion of sustainability embraced a paradigm shift towards the under-

standing of intertwined systems within its notion. The shift incorporates an essential ef-

fect on how the notion is embedded not only in an environmental context, in which it has 

been popularized in the very beginning of the term’s appearance but also in social and 

economic contexts, where it has its primary origin (Kidd, 1992). The original definition 

of the term has its roots in an economic context, marginalizing the connection to an eco-

logical context at firsthand while utilizing the term for the justification of a “no-growth 

economy” (Kidd, 1992, p.2). The term’s history described by Kidd (1992) in the 90s hints 

to a variety of concepts that describe the notion of the term within a dominant description 

for a temporary period, without keeping up with the proposed description in the long-run. 

By considering that “the roots of the term ‘sustainability’ are so deeply embedded in fun-

damentally different concepts, that a search for a single definition seems futile.” stated by 

Kidd (1992, p.2), it gets clear that already back in 1992 the phenomenon of a multilayered 

and complex representation of sustainability existed. Conclusively, the lack of consensus 

of sustainability induced a complex phenomenon and differing representation in the pub-

lic sphere.  

2.2 The Evolution of Traditional Media to Social Media 

Even today, the terminology’s presence is increasing in media and society, leading to a 

further proliferation of representations and more notably to a reinforcement of the phe-

nomenon. A significant impact in reinforcing the phenomenon is caused by the evolution 
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of traditional media to social media. Hence, social media challenges the practices of tra-

ditional media with an influence on the representation of sustainability. Lyon and Mont-

gomery (2013) narrowed down the changes within the evolution of traditional to social 

media to various key changes, where the main differences are highlighted in the following 

due to their relevance to this paper.  

The first main difference is the non-hierarchical structure of social media platforms. 

This new structure allows the public to produce media texts, which was previously dom-

inated by regulative conglomerate practices (Hodkinson, 2017). Accordingly, the cultural 

hegemony, as proposed by Gramsci (1971), is challenged through a diversity of repre-

sented ideas and opinions. In the context of structure and agency Mayer (2013) describes 

the role of the users as a “modern project to create enlightened subjects who can embody, 

perform, reflect on, and actually become media producers” (p. 4). Concluding the trans-

formation of media consumers to media producers as one significant change from tradi-

tional to social media. Furthermore, this can be termed as participatory culture or, as de-

scribed by Hodkinson (2017), the convergence culture, where “media users and fans are 

contributing to and shaping media environments” (p. 89).  

The second change from traditional to social media concerns communication practices. 

The influence of communication practices is crucial to understand users’ motivation for 

taking part in the participatory culture on social media, as highlighted by Correa et al.  

(2010). While uni-directional communication limited communication practices in tradi-

tional media, social media evolved a globalized communication practice based on many-

to-many interactions, as denoted by Lyon and Montgomery (2013) and Buzzetto-More 

(2013). Furthermore, Correa et al. (2010) emphasize that mediated interactions are influ-

enced by the motivation of openness to experience, among other things, meaning that 

people with open personality traits are more inclined to exchange ideas and thoughts on 

social media. However, the change towards a global infrastructure of available infor-

mation (Buzzetto-More, 2013; Lyon & Montgomery, 2013) and intercultural user con-

nections (Hodkinson, 2017) has become a relevant characteristic of social media.  

Concluding that, open communication structures might be seen as one relevant char-

acteristic of social media, allowing to articulate and produce media texts by the public. 

The second relevant characteristic is given through the participatory culture enhancing 

new ways for the public to articulate and access ideas, thoughts and opinion through an 

intercultural network without limitations of location or status.   
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2.3 Hashtag Culture on Social Media  

The importance of social media in understanding the articulation of thoughts, ideas, or 

meaning by the public was confirmed by Gardner and Davis (2013), stating that social 

media “becomes an integral part of the way individuals choose to express themselves 

online” (p.60). Instagram, in specific, is one of the most popular social media platforms, 

with over one billion active users and increasing engagement rates of users on the plat-

form, presented in Figure 1 (Digital 2020: Global Digital Overview, 2020; Lipschultz, 

2015).  

Furthermore, the decision for choosing Instagram as the most valuable platform for 

this research paper was based on three main arguments. First, as Lipschultz (2015) notes, 

Instagram counts an increasing user engagement over the past years (see also Figure 1). 

Furthermore, Phua et al. (2017) published a study comparing social media platforms. In 

this study, Instagram was ranked second after Twitter for the “highest bridging social 

capital” (p.115). This indicated that, compared to Facebook and Snapchat, Instagram 

made users more likely to make social contacts with influential people, celebrities or pol-

iticians. In contrast, Facebook and Snapchat showed a limited user connection to selected 

groups or friends that users know from real life. It might be considered that broader social 

connections represent broader influences and perspective towards current issues. Further-

more, the findings revealed that Instagram is the most frequently used platform in com-

parison to Facebook, Twitter and Snapchat. Concluding that Instagram carries an essen-

tial influence within social constructs and is most present in the publics utilization habits.  

A second argument for choosing Instagram as the research platform for this thesis was 

that Instagram is the first social media platform designed for mobile-device usage, as 

highlighted by Miles (2014). Miles (2014) further stresses an increase of the mobile-first 

preferences of digital natives, growing user engagement (see also Figure 1) and user-

friendly accessibility from everywhere, anytime.  

The third argument for Instagram is represented through studies by Fueller et al. 

(2012), Miles (2014) and Fenton et al. (2018) denoting Instagram as one of the most im-

portant social media platforms for corporate communication. Baghdadi (2016) empha-

sized that the increase of corporate presence enhances economic value to user profiles 

and the platform, in the sense of monetizing data and of monetizing social interrelations 

on the platforms. Current studies, by Baym (2015), Baghdadi (2016) and Marsden (2011) 
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continue on discussions about the evolution of social commerce which further indicates 

relevance and importance of the platform in the current social media environment.    

Concluding that the latter mentioned arguments strengthen Instagram as a platform 

with growing importance, polyvalent diversity of represented actors and relevance for 

current generations.  

 

 

However, the expression of ideas and texts on social media is driven by four activities: to 

post, like or comment on an image, or chat with other users. Lester (2014) described the 

way of communicating over images, emojis or hashtags as a new visual language on In-

stagram. The posted image transmits the visual impression of the mediated message, 

whereas the caption underneath the image provides further contextualization. In detail, 

three further steps can be taken to formulate the caption. The first two options are the 

contextualization of the image through writing a text underneath the image or via placing 

emojis. The third and highly rated option is the embedment of hashtags, consisting of the 

symbol ‘#’ and a single or multiple words right after the symbol. Seo et al. (2019) point 

out that the word or phrases after the hashtag aims to establish a relationship between the 

Figure 1 Number of monthly active Instagram users from January 2013 to June 2018 (in millions) 

Instagram; TechCrunch (2018), Number of monthly active Instagram users from January 2013 to June 
2018, Instagram; TechCrunch. [online] Available at: https://www.statista.com/statistics/253577/number-
of-monthly-active-instagram-users/ (Accessed: March 7th, 2020) 
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posted image and the used hashtag within a post. The hashtag is additionally used to cat-

egorize user-generated content and to search for a post in a similar context. The phenom-

enon of using hashtags evolved in 2007 and has since then grown into a valuable key-

word-tool to connect media texts, to categories and contextualize topics (The Hashtag 

Phenomenon, 2017). Correlating to Zappavigna (2015) that “hashtags are able to construe 

a range of complex meanings in social media texts”, the tool adds further options for 

giving significance to a post (p. 274). However, the utilization of hashtags rapidly grew 

popularity, as “a vehicle to create awareness and discussion, spread ideas and better af-

filiate individuals with a community” (Xiong, Cho & Boatwright, 2019, p.10), leading to 

an increasing hashtag culture on social media.  

In sum, considering a discrepancy between the increasing importance of sustainability 

and the proliferation of representation, the field of social media carries the potential to 

provide insights on the public’s representation of the terminology. The key functionalities 

of the social media platform enable accessibility to information and mindsets that are 

shared through user-generated content globally without limitations of location or status. 

The contextualization of sustainability through correlated hashtags within the user-gen-

erated content builds the key to investigate the public’s representation of sustainability 

and a potential contribution towards media and communication studies. Furthermore, 

knowledge about the phenomenon’s representation of current societal matter from a pub-

lic perspective appears as personally interesting, relevant to influence public understand-

ing and societal development towards a sustainable change.  

3 Literature Review  

The framework around the terminology of sustainability has widely been discussed and 

described as multilayered and complex, as mentioned in the latter chapter. However, re-

cent studies and publications nowadays represent the current state of the phenomenon and 

the recent understanding of the term’s nature. Literature reviews leading definitions and 

temporarily appeared frameworks, whereas the focus in the following is set on the domi-

nantly represented definitions.  

3.1 Sustainability in Theory 

The Brundtland report from 1987 marks one of the leading and most traditional definition 

in literature, where sustainability has been described as a “development that meets the 
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needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 

own needs” (Brundtland, 1987, p.15). In recent years scholars and sustainability experts 

have based their research on the framework made by the Brundtland report and consider 

it as guiding towards sustainability (Basiago, 1995; Dalampira & Nastis, 2020; Redclift, 

2005; Vos, 2007). Hence, a lately established leading definition can be found in the frame-

work by The United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development 

(WCED) (recently renamed as Brundtland Commission). This definition frames the term 

sustainability as consistent with the three-element conception – environmental, economic, 

and social responsibility – also known as the overlapping centric circles (United Nations, 

2012).  

Even though the concept defines sustainability within a holistic approach, Purvis et al. 

(2019) and Thompson (2017) criticize the concepts for its complexity and the challenge 

of applicability to practice. However, literature on alternative definitions of sustainability 

is less consistent and traceable. In contrast, one could find the essence of an interplay of 

economic, environmental and societal responsibility in further developed and accepted 

contextualizations. Accordingly, the interplay implies within accepted frameworks, such 

as the definition of the triple bottom line or rather the 3 P’s – people, profit, and planet – 

that are commonly used in business contexts (Alhaddi, 2015; Hacking & Guthrie, 2008). 

Based on the dominant appearance of either the WCED or the triple bottom line with a 

focus on the interplay of economic, social, and environmental responsibility (further 

called the three-element conception) builds a common ground and fundament of the sus-

tainability understanding (Alhaddi, 2015; Basiago, 1995; Dalampira & Nastis, 2020; 

Hacking & Guthrie, 2008; Purvis, Mao & Robinson, 2019; Redclift, 2005; Vos, 2007).  

3.2 Sustainability in Practice 

Even though sustainability is dominantly framed by a correlation of economy, environ-

mental, and social responsibility in theory, reviewed literature represents a fragmented 

discourse of the term’s utilization in practice. Concerning media news, Barkemeyer et al. 

(2009) argue for an increase of sustainability in popular media coverage. Hence, the rep-

resented concepts of sustainability in popular media got criticized caused by their inde-

terminacy in definition and scope (Robinson, 2004), an indiscriminately connection to 

other terms (Bruff & Wood, 2000), or the implementation in a contradictory discourse 

(Redclift, 2006). However, Barkemeyer et al. (2013) conducted an analysis, based on 115 
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globally leading national newspapers, investigating how media news frame sustainability. 

The results indicate the representation of sustainability with a focus on climate change in 

the global North, proclaiming climate-related issues as “a typical Northern issue” (p. 716). 

This correlates with the majority of literature describing the representation of sustainabil-

ity in practice, predominantly given by the media, with a focus on an environmental per-

spective (Connett, 2013; De Chiara, 2016; Fischer, Haucke & Sundermann, 2017; 

Shabbir & Varshney, 2019). Accordingly, this supports the argument by Mekherjee and 

Banet-Weiser (2012) that sustainability in popular media is associated with environmen-

tal concerns.  

Furthermore, the media can be correlated as a gate-keeper, influencing dominance over 

the three-element conception and the public priorities on one of them through agenda 

setting practices. Pointing to the core criteria deciding on whether media cover an event, 

the newsworthiness is vital to understand news media priorities. Hence, scholars as Gal-

tung and Ruge (1973) acknowledged twelve criteria, whereas the four core criteria by 

Bergius et at. (2016) are considered in the following because of their correlation to the 

current media environment and direct connection to sustainability-related events. They 

argue for the criteria of personalization, dramatization, news value, and simplification. In 

addition to the explanations of personalization, dramatization, and news value in correla-

tion to frame sustainability by the media with environmental examples, the factor simpli-

fication determines as an indicating factor of the terminology’s fuzziness. Berguis et al. 

(2016) describe simplification as the reduction of complex terms by the media to a frag-

mented aspect, such as equate sustainability with environmentalism. Furthermore, Ber-

gius et al. (2016) point to the synonymous utilization of sustainability with ‘environment’, 

‘ecology’, or ‘nature conservation’, arguing with the explanation that those frames are 

accepted and established in media news. In sum, literature represents the dominance of 

media representing sustainability from an environmental perspective.  

3.3 Contextualizing Representation on Social Media  

Reviewed literature proves that the investigation of how sustainability is represented on 

social media is highly relevant since it is considered as a platform with transformative 

and influential power on society, implying the potential to drive a change towards a sus-

tainable future (Cox, 2010; Huang et al., 2019; McCaughey, 2014; Michelsen & 

Godemann, 2011, 2011). Furthermore, it has been noted by Reilly (2014), Savitz (2006) 
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and Scoones (2007) that the labeling of activities, products, or lifestyles with ‘sustaina-

bility’ evolved into a major on the social media platform Instagram. Although there is a 

growing trend of sustainability on social media combined with the argumentation by 

scholars that the communication of sustainability has an impact on sustainable behavior 

and sustainable development, models and research about effectually representing sustain-

ability are rare. Thus, Langley and Van Den Broek (2010) present a concept to measure 

the sustainable impact of presenting sustainability on social media and show how to em-

power sustainable behavior on Instagram. The model by Langley and Van Den Broek 

(2010) is based on two main barriers proposed by Lorenzoni et al. (2007) that hinder 

sustainable behavior on social media – fatalism and busyness.  

The barrier of fatalism describes the individual belief that personal impact does not 

lead to a change towards a sustainable future. This argumentation can be supported by 

White, Habib, and Hardisty (2019) describing the understanding of one’s influence as a 

critical factor to shift behavior towards sustainability. However, Langley and Van Den 

Broek (2010) consider social media as having the potential to overcome fatalism by rep-

resenting sustainability within the representation of impact areas to emphasize the tangi-

bility and the influence of one’s sustainable actions. Examples for those impact areas to 

overcome fatalism can be found in framing sustainability in the context of reducing waste 

or Co2 emissions, in recycling or living minimalistic (McDonald et al., 2012; Söderholm, 

2015).  

The threshold of busyness underlies the lack of commitment and prioritization of sus-

tainable actions. This again links to the proposed model by White, Habib, and Hardisty 

(2019) that reinforces the need for habit formation and the possibility of self-representa-

tion to make sustainable behavior aspirational and approachable. A possible transfor-

mation to social media may be, as proposed by Langley and Van Den Broek (2010), the 

stimulation of busy people with a sense of community belonging and a strong social re-

sponsibility. Examples are found in sustainability movements or community activism 

(Acaroglu, 2013; Craig, 2019; García-de-Frutos, Ortega-Egea & Martínez-del-Río, 

2018).  

Even though the model offers possibilities for representing sustainability in order to 

bring about a change in behavior towards sustainability, the motivation of users to con-

textualize contributions is controversially discussed. The contextualization of a media 
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message by users on social media is considered as best understood through the investiga-

tion of implemented hashtags. Zappavigna (2015) stated that the utilization of hashtags 

follows the purpose to connect a media text (in this case a posted image) to a valuable 

keyword and the broader context of correlated topics. Furthermore, Saxton et al. (2018) 

emphasize the importance of an investigation of hashtags on social media as “one of the 

most unique yet understudied tools available on social media platforms is the hashtag” 

(p.154). Wang et al. (2016) reason the utilization of hashtags from a users’ perspective in 

three layers – to follow a specific conversation, to publish a social issue, or as a thematic 

identifier. A further diversification for implementing hashtags within social media posts 

is made by Bruns and Burgess (ed. 2015) stating that the primary purpose is attention-

seeking, whereas Romero et al. (2011) argue, that the purpose is mainly driven by the 

viral potential of some hashtags to reach a greater audience. Furthermore, Rauschnabel et 

al. (2019) found out, within an explorative study on the motivation of implementing 

hashtags in posts, that main drivers are inter alia amusing, trendgaging (i.e. participating 

in trends), inspiring, reaching and endorsing. Concluding, the latter mentioned motiva-

tions represent two main patterns. The first pattern identifies the meaningful contextual-

ization with the hashtag and the post through the connection to a specific context or soci-

etal issue and as a thematic identifier. The second identified pattern indicates the purpose 

of connecting the post with a perfunctory hashtag, driven by the motivation of seeking 

attention, trendgaging, or implementing hashtags with virality potential. Examples of the 

latter mentioned perfunctory hashtags are #instagood or #picoftheday.  

Hence, the increasing self-branding on social media by adding hashtags to a post lead 

to a regulation by Instagram from an unlimited utilization of hashtags per post to a limi-

tation to 30 hashtags per post (Instagram, 2018). This regulation links to the intention to 

lower the inflationary implementation of hashtags and to the discussion of the platform’s 

sense of purpose. Literature denotes a discussion about Instagram as being a platform 

driven by the maximization of followers and likes per post (De Veirman, Cauberghe & 

Hudders, 2017). This is presented in the increasing number of influencers and the com-

mercial potential of likes per post and the increase of businesses on the black market 

offering likes and followers on Instagram for money (Confessore et al., 2018). Con-

desssore et al. (2018) declares that the strong emphasis of users’ intentions to increase 

popularity can moreover be argued by through the increasing utilization of hashtags with 

the aim to increase the reach of a post such as ‘#instagood’ or ‘#picoftheday’.  
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In sum, despite investigations on how media news present sustainability, the examina-

tion of how the public represents sustainability on a social media platform is underrepre-

sented. However, there are investigations on how social media promote sustainability, but 

merely within the approach of interviews or surveys as utilized research methods (Fischer, 

Haucke & Sundermann, 2017; Goh, Heng & Lin, 2013). The examination of sustainabil-

ity on Instagram through the method of large-scale user-generated content analysis on 

media text produced by the public remains un-represented in Media and Communication 

Studies. The investigation within this study through the user-generated content strength-

ened through an objective, systematic, and quantitative description of a large content cor-

pus enables further reliability and a maximized inclusion of content compared to an ap-

proach within interviews or a survey (Collins, 2010). Furthermore, an investigation 

through interviews and survey might be relevant for understanding the motivation for 

promoting sustainability. However, it remains a lack of focus within the investigation on 

how sustainability is currently represented on social media. Concluding that the investi-

gation of the current representation of sustainability on social media sets the first stone to 

understand the status quo to, in a further step, be able to study why users implemented 

sustainability in their content. 

The research focus on hashtags as research objects defines a further contribution to the 

field of media and communication studies because, as stated by Saxton et al. (2018), “one 

of the most unique yet understudied tool available on social media platforms is the 

hashtag” (p.154).   

4 Theoretical Framework 

This study utilizes the agenda-setting theory based on McComb and Shaw (1972) and 

Entman’s (1993) framework of framing theory to strengthen the analysis from two per-

spectives.  

4.1 Agenda Setting Theory  

Agenda setting, initially proposed by McCombs and Shawn (1972), is associated as a 

connection between represented events in the media and correlated importance attributed 

by the public. Subsequently, it is considered that the media carries the ability to focus on 

the public attention and in addition to that influence public priorities (Hodkinson, 2017).  
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The agenda setting theory is based on three interlinked components - the reality, the 

agenda, and the audience’s perception of reality. The traditional model sets reality as a 

starting point from which the media decides on the importance of events or issues for the 

media agenda. The media agenda sets the groundwork on what enters the media news 

and, in the next step, is transmitted to the public agenda. Correspondingly, the media 

agenda influences the public agenda, indicating that the media agenda forms public per-

ception and audience priorities. Accordingly, the audience perspective is dominantly 

formed by the media agenda from a traditional agenda-setting perspective. Linking to the 

reinforcement theory, it is to say that the influence on audience perception, and correlat-

ing thereto subject representation, is not only made by the public agenda but simultane-

ously the perception of reality they live in (Hodkinson, 2017).  

Even though the agenda-setting theory implies a certain power to the media, the focus 

is set on defining priorities and not opinions, linking to McCombs and Shawn (1972). The 

agenda setting suggests that the audience is free to think about the issues proposed, within 

the limitations of the given agenda set by the media.  

Despite it may be criticized that this theory is primarily based on news media. Hence, 

the public’s interest in traditional media news decreases, especially in younger genera-

tions, as stated by Emde et al. (2016). In contrast, the development of prosumers increases 

on platforms without a traditional gatekeeping process, being the precondition for tradi-

tional agenda-setting. Although there is no clear academic prove of an effect of social 

media on the traditional agenda-setting, it is discussed whether social media are disrupt-

ing the traditional public agenda setting through the evolution of traditional media prac-

tices to social media (Meraz, 2009). This links with Feezell et al. (2018) stating that social 

media challenge the tradition of agenda setting and raise the question about increasing 

power of social media on the public agenda. Furthermore, Feezell (2018) proclaims an 

“influence of mainstream media on the public agenda when channeled through social me-

dia” (p.1). However, it could be argued that, through the exclusion of the traditional gate-

keeping process within the development of social media, the capacity to influence the 

public’s agenda by the public representations on social media seems possible (Feezell, 

2018). Thus, even in the traditional agenda setting theory remains the causality within the 

effect of media news on public priorities as ambiguous, as denoted by Hodkinson (2017).  

Consequently, projected to the representation of sustainability, the question remains 

whether the news media sets the agenda for sustainability representations on social media. 
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However, the application of the agenda setting theory places the actual public represen-

tation and priorities of sustainability subjects on social media concerning media news or 

rather media coverage. Accordingly, through the lens of the agenda-setting theory, a link 

between the findings of the representation of sustainability on social media and the cur-

rent news media environment can be drawn, considering a correlation of represented is-

sues and events. 

4.2 Framing Theory 

Framing theory has its origins in the fields of cognitive psychology (Bartlett, 1933) and 

anthropology (Bateson, 1987), but has reached the status of being a commonly applied 

research approach in communication science (Bryant & Miron, 2004). Related to agenda-

setting traditions and grounded in media effects research, which relates to media content 

as a tool to create social construction of knowledge and perceived reality, the framing 

theory is aimed to give meaning to how media represents a certain topic (ed. Bryant & 

Oliver, 2009; Van Gorp, 2007).  

Generally speaking, the framing theory implies how something is represented (also 

called as ‘the frame’) with the effect to influence audiences and their behavior (Asemah 

& Edegoh, 2012). Especially in the field of media, the framing theory implies that the 

media plays an essential role in social representation and reality construction (Kubey, 

2001). Concerning the reality construction, Entman (1993) substantiated framing as con-

sisting of a collection of perceived reality fragments. Even though Entman proposed his 

framework for traditional media, back in the 1990s, the framework indicates strong 

knowledge and understanding of framing theory in today’s media environment. Relating 

to the projection of the framework to the research object of this study, the lens of framing 

theory grounded on Entman (1993), is enclosed from the perspectives of explicit and im-

plicit frames. The investigation from an explicit frame can be understood as the coding 

for focused explicit perspectives to reduce complexity (Hellsten, Dawson & Leydesdorff, 

2010). In regards to this study, the investigation of the representation of sustainability on 

social media from an economic, environmental or social perspective with each perspec-

tive as one frame reduces complexity while adding value to the findings and theoretical 

structure to the process of investigation. Hellsten et al. (2010) argue, based on Entman’s 

(1993) suggestion of explicit and implicit framing, that the implicit frames are grounded 
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in latent measurements, generated through “co-occurrences in communication” (p.5). Re-

sultantly, the perspective of implicit frames allows a deductive exploration of frames 

based on co-occurrences of communication. In contrast, the key to this study is the inves-

tigation based on the co-occurrences of implemented hashtags. The perspectives of ex-

plicit and implicit framing support the investigation of how sustainability is represented 

by an inductive and deductive approach while strengthening both formats of investigation 

through the theoretical framework.  

The consequent utilization of frames by many people, affect the public opinion on a 

topic, as stated by Iyengar (1990). This supports the argument that the application of the 

framing theory perspective supports to drive a change towards sustainability with an at-

tentive representation of the phenomenon on Instagram. It allows investigating the fram-

ing of sustainability, meaning the investigation of ‘how’ sustainability is represented on 

the platform by the platform users.  

The combination of agenda-setting and framing theories lead to the analysis of the 

research object from two perspectives. The framework of agenda-setting carries the abil-

ity to shine a light on ‘why’ sustainability on social media is represented the way it is in 

correlation to find the answer in media coverage and prioritized perspectives by the media 

agenda. The framework of framing theory extends the view to look upon the analysis 

towards a more detailed level. The focus on co-occurrences within the context of sustain-

ability shed light on ‘how’ sustainability is explicitly represented on social media.  

5 Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Key to this research paper is the phenomenon of sustainability and the problem area of 

proliferating representations for the term, leading to a lack of consensus and uncertain 

understandings.  

5.1 Research Question and Hypothesis one 

Different representations of sustainability appeared between a theory-based representa-

tion and the representation in practice as a critical indicator of the term’s fuzziness. The 

theory focuses on an interwoven interplay of the three-element conception - economic, 

environmental, and social responsibility -, whereas the media in practice dominantly rep-

resents sustainability from an environmental perspective. The difference between theory 

and the representation of sustainability in practice by the media from an environmental 



 

 

 

 

16 

perspective leads to the interesting field of investigating how the public, influenced by 

theory and the media agenda, represents sustainability on an outlet of open and globalized 

communication. In correlation to this field of interest evolved research question one and 

the correlated hypothesis, based on an agenda setting perspective 01:  

 

Research question one (RQ1). How is sustainability represented within the three-

element conception on social media? 

 
Hypothesis 01: Sustainability is dominantly represented from an environmental per-
spective on social media.  
 

Research question and hypothesis one are connected to the framework of agenda-set-

ting, considering a correlation between the public’s priorities on social media with the 

current media agenda. The agenda-setting perspective as a theoretical framework within 

this study argues for the investigation to what extent the public agenda on social media 

correlates to the current dominance of representing sustainability from an environmental 

perspective in media news and traditional agenda-setting practices. Furthermore, the im-

plemented theoretical framework of agenda-setting will add the dimension of comparing 

the media agenda with the public representation of sustainability on social media carrying 

a great potential of contributing to an understated field of research in media and commu-

nication studies.  

The investigation of explicit frames of environment, economy and social responsibility 

implies as a view to look upon the analysis from a framing theory perspective. The per-

spective of framing theory implies through the investigation of co-occurred subjects 

within the representation of co-occurred hashtags that link with the three-element con-

ception. Resultantly, the study contributes insights on how Instagram covers the three-

element conception and whether the public representation is dominated by the perspective 

of one of the conception elements.  

5.2 Research Question and Hypothesis two 

Reviewed literature presents a current discussion about social media as being a tool driven 

by an idealistic image staging of users to maximize likes and followers out of motivations, 

such as self-branding, monetization or attention-seeking (Bruns & Burgess, 2015; Craig, 
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2019; Reilly & Hynan, 2014; Savitz & Weber, 2006; Scoones, 2007). Following that dis-

cussion, the question arises of how sustainability is contextualized on Instagram. Litera-

ture on users’ motivation of implementing hashtags reviews hashtags as a relevant tool to 

express contextualizations of images and messages accumulated in two main categories 

– hashtags of perfunctory and contextualizing purpose. Perfunctory hashtags follow the 

aim of increasing reach towards a broad audience for gaining likes and fame, mainly 

driven by the motivation of seeking attention, trendgaging, or implementing hashtags 

with virality potential (Bruns & Burgess, 2015; Rauschnabel, Sheldon & Herzfeldt, 2019; 

Romero, Meeder & Kleinberg, 2011). Examples are found in hashtags as ‘#instagood’, 

‘#instafame’, ‘#otd’ (short version for outfit of the day). Contextualizing hashtags imply 

the purpose of meaningful contextualization with the hashtag and the post through the 

connection to a specific circumstance or societal issue and as a thematic identifier (Wang, 

Liu & Gao, 2016). Linking back to the initial argumentation of users following the pur-

pose to create a popular and liked image of themselves on Instagram has led the field of 

interest on how sustainability is represented within key-themes in research question two. 

According to the reviewed literature hypothesis two focusses on the investigation of us-

ers’ motivation to implement sustainability with contextualizing or perfunctory hashtags.  

 

Research question two (RQ2). What are represented key-frames within sustain-

ability content on social media?  

 
Hypothesis 02: Perfunctory co-occurred hashtags drive the framing of sustaina-
bility compared to conceptualizing hashtags. 

 

Finding patterns of key-frames represented within content labelled with ‘sustainabil-

ity’ by the platform’s users provides further insights on the public agenda of sustainabil-

ity. It supports knowledge on the motivation of users to engage with sustainability issues.  

The lens of an implicit framing perspective leads to the investigation of co-occurred 

hashtags and according thereto identified framing patterns. Looking at the co-occurrence 

with the hashtag sustainability, the structure and information flow will give objective in-

sights on connected and represent topics concerning sustainability. Looking towards the 

findings of co-occurrences allows for the analysis of represented frames by the public in 

comparison to media converge, from an agenda-setting perspective.  
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The application of both frameworks results in the analysis of the question of of why 

sustainability is represented by the public within certain subjects and if there is a correla-

tion between the public representation and media coverage. Additionally, the framing 

framework adds further detail through the analysis of how sustainability is represented.  

Contribution. First and foremost, this study aims to contribute knowledge about how 

sustainability is represented on social media. Moreover, academic research into the field 

of hashtags as a valuable keyword tool that is declared as being “one of the most unique 

yet understudied tool available on social media platforms” (Saxton et al., 2018, p.154) 

contributes to a current and relevant field in media and communication studies.  

Grounded on the lack of consensus on the phenomenon’s representation, the focus of 

both research questions shed light on the representation of sustainability from a public 

perspective in comparison to theory-based and media representation providing an under-

standing of the topic’s framing by the public. Furthermore, the findings provide 

knowledge about user motivation and the current understanding of sustainability, contrib-

uting knowledge to academics, sustainability stakeholders, and policymakers to take ac-

tion in driving a change towards a sustainable future because, as stated by Dahlgren 

(2009), knowledge builds the prerequisite for action.  

6 Research Puzzle  

6.1 Paradigms 

In aiming to maximize transparency within the research process, it is necessary to 

acknowledge the research paradigm because, as stated by Blaikie and Priest (2017) it 

supports offering specific forms of social activity explanations and the clarification of the 

researcher’s standpoint.  

Following an epistemological assumption, Blaikie and Priest (2017) argue that this 

enables to “indicate how knowledge of this (assumed) social reality can be obtained.” 

(p.23). This assumption focusses on how the social reality can be understood and how 

knowledge of it can be conveyed within it, pointing to the critical investigation of this 

research paper rather than following an ontological assumption of a reality external to 

individual perception (Su, 2019). This links with the research paradigm of a positivist 

approach that ensures replicability and validity, based on Collins (2010) reference to 

“stripping hypothesis and theories of subjective content together” (p. 38). The process of 
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investigating how sustainability is represented on Instagram, gives a clear hint, that it is 

“answered by identifying regularities in the form of relationships between concepts.”, 

which confirms the choice of a neo-positivist paradigm by Blaikie and Priest (2017, p.37). 

Even though the approach of an interpretive paradigm might seem to have the same start-

ing point of understanding a social phenomenon, the findings result in a discursive de-

scription. In contrast, this paper aims to analyze the data by the process of falsification. 

The process of falsification within the content analysis method allows for the deduction 

of an epistemological assumption of falsificationism. Considering Bryman and Bell 

(2011), the central pillar of neo-positivism is to identify patterns by the generation of 

hypotheses that are verified with the principle of deductivism (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

The choice of a paradigm implies the particular logic of inquiry. Bryman and Bell 

(2011) describe the principle of deductivism as closely related to a neo-positivist para-

digm, and according to Blaikie and Priest (2017), connected to the systematic approach 

that is given within a quantitative content analysis. Following the deductive logic of in-

quiry for the investigation of RQ1, the exploration is based on existing theory, in this 

specific case on the representation of the elements of conception by the United Nations 

World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED).  

For the investigation of RQ2, a qualitative dimension is added as a layer to the mainly 

quantitative driven analysis of the content to enhance more depth to the findings. The 

application of an inductive open-coding practice and category development within a de-

ductive category application opens the opportunity for adding a detailed layer to the ap-

proach of the research question while remaining within a neo-positivist research paradigm 

(Mayring, 2000). The application of an inductive logic of inquiry of a positive research 

paradigm adds value to the approach from two main perspectives. First, it widens the span 

of positivist research in the sense, as stated by Su (2019), that especially in a newly emerg-

ing environment, such as social media, the potential of exploring new phenomena through 

an inductive approach is considered as highly fruitful. Second, the implementation of an 

inductive approach carries the ability to strengthen research within the field of contextu-

alization and social representation, mentioned by Su (2019), “which often cannot be ad-

equately captured by quantitative techniques” (p.4).  
In sum, through focusing on the individual representation of social settings and the 

assumed reality within an epistemological assumption, the neo-positivist paradigm ena-

bles to approach the overall research object of this thesis systematically. The practice of 
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falsification within that approach strengthens data reliability, whereas the systematic and 

analytical approach emphasizes the transparency of the findings. The process of deduc-

tivism in a quantification practice for the exploration of research question one strengthens 

reliability within the systematic approach. At the same time, the layer of inductively and 

qualitatively investigating for research question two adds depth to the findings and value 

to the exploration of contexts, which correlates with the focus of this research purpose.  

6.2 Methodology 

A mixed method of quantitative and qualitative content analysis with the enhancement of 

a computational and manual approach is chosen for the investigation of a co-hashtag anal-

ysis for sustainability representation on the social media platform Instagram.  

Key to the investigation of the research object is the consideration of posts marked 

with the ‘#sustainability’ on Instagram, to analyze the context that is placed around the 

posts through co-occurred hashtags. Lewis, Zamith, and Herminda (2013) stated that the 

development of mass communication and the digital environment of social media have 

led to a new area of “structural features associated with communication, such as the 

hashtag on Twitter, as well as the development of socio-cultural contexts around those 

new features—both representing virgin terrain for content-analysis exploration.” (p.36). 

Due to the vast number of over five million available posts (numbers from April 2020) 

with the ‘#sustainability’, the method of traditional human-driven content analysis needed 

to be enriched through a data-mining approach to achieve a representative sample caused 

by Big Data of social media platforms. Scholars as Lewis, Zamith, and Herminda (2013) 

emphasized the necessity of adding a method to the traditional manual content analysis 

to enable handling the large-scale capacity of today’s media environments while at the 

same time preserving contextual sensitivity towards the content. In relation to that, schol-

ars as McMillan (2000) and Wear et al. (2000) agreed and widely discussed that the role 

of traditional content analysis in digital mass media communication within an enormous 

growth of social network sites is in need to be adapted to the current data growth. For this 

reason, the mix of an algorithmic accuracy of computational method with manual content 

analysis is considered as most suitable for the research object on social media.  

In detail, the use of a computational and manual driven content analysis was applied 

in two phases (see Figure 2). First, the computational approach was conducted in the form 
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of a data crawling algorithm to collect data with the ‘#sustainability’ from the social me-

dia platform Instagram. A coded script allowed to crawl 50.000 posts with ‘#sustainabil-

ity’ within a random sampling strategy, which is further explained in the section of sam-

pling strategy (see Chapter 6.3.2). The collected content corpus was transferred to a social 

network analysis tool, Gephi, to map and investigate connections and relations between 

nodes (here: hashtags) and edges (here: the relationship between hashtags) with each 

other. This process shines a light on the representation of sustainability by the public on 

social media, resulting in the ability to categorize the public’s representation and contex-

tualization of sustainability on social media within agenda setting and framing theories.  

However, the computational method was considered as most suitable for collecting a 

large-scale set of data to understand the contextualization implied by users on Instagram 

posts through co-occurred hashtags because of three reasons. First, the content corpus got 

enlarged to a greater scale, which would not have been possible within a manual content 

analysis. Second, the coding structure of algorithmic and computational work is less er-

ror-prone than human-based, manual data collection, which emphasized the reliability 

and quality of the data set (Sjøvaag, Moe & Stavelin, 2012). Moreover, a key argument 

for conducting a computational approach was the possibility to therewith shine a light on 

relationships between various nodes and edges or rather the ability to visualize the con-

nections of the networks within large-scale data, as proposed by Freeman (1977) as an 

essential step when investigating co-occurrence studies.  

As a next step, the human-driven content analysis was conducted to analyze the data, 

with a focus on manually coding deductively for RQ1 within the elements of conception 

Figure 2 Visualization of methodological approach (own illustration) 
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with the coding options of environment, economy, and social responsibility. The investi-

gation aims to give an answer to a dominant representation of the elements on social 

media and functions as a first step in the process of data analysis (see Figure 2).  

The second step of analysis is based on RQ2 and follows the aim of finding and defin-

ing broader contexts and frames of sustainability representation on social media. There-

fore, the data corpus is approached through explorative, inductive content analysis. 

Through the process of inductive reasoning, emerged frames are examined in a three-

level model based on an open coding practice, which is further explained in the chapter 

on processing the data (see chapter 6.3.1). After building up respective coding options 

within the frame-model the sampled data was coded deductively (Riffe, Lacy & Fico, 

2005).  

In sum, the mixed method of computational data collection with quantitative and qual-

itative content analysis is pointing to advantages in the overall research methodology and 

research process. First, the computational collection of the data strengthens the process 

of a systematic, objective, and accurate data, caused by a machine-driven backend-pro-

cesses. Furthermore, the therewith related effect of minimizing inefficiencies and data 

entry error was achieved while at the same time strengthening the representation of the 

findings due to the extended content corpus. Second, the enrichment of the methodology 

with two approaches, the quantitative and qualitative analysis enhances the investigation 

of large scale data while preserving closeness to the communicated ‘text’ and sensitivity 

towards contextual distinctions through human coders. Pointing to Lewis et al. (2013) 

that this process will sustain the advantages of traditional content analysis, such as its 

“systematic rigor and contextual sensitivity” (p.34), while at the same time enrichen the 

approach through maximizing the content corpus for the analysis. Furthermore, Herring 

and Karlsson (2012) agree with the necessity of the adapted approach, explaining that this 

method is necessary to cope with the availability of content on social media. 

6.3 Research Process 

This chapter is intended to give an overview of the overall research process within the 

steps of data collection and data analysis. For a more detailed overview of the data col-

lection process, the development of a code set and the sampling strategy in the following 

sections will further deepen the transparency of the research process.  
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6.3.1 Developing a Data Collection and Coding Categories 

This section focuses on maximizing transparency within the development of data collec-

tion and the definition of coding options.  

The data collection is based on machine-driven algorithms because it allows for max-

imizing efficiency in the collection process and the maximization of the data corpus. 

Thus, in a first step, a crawling algorithm script was designed to collect 50.000 posts with 

the ‘#sustainability’ in April 2020 for the social media platform Instagram (see Figure 3). 

The written script was created with ‘Json Reader R’, which is based on scripts in the 

programming language ‘R’, that is widely used in 

data mining and analysis processes. The scripting 

through ‘R’ was chosen because of two key fea-

tures. First, it is available as free software for the 

researcher’s used operating system and second, it 

enhances the strength of intermediate tools for data 

collection (Lewis, Zamith & Hermida, 2013). In 

detail, the script entailed seven unique identifiers: 

the Instagram shortcode, post URL, likes per post, 

owner ID of the post, caption underneath the post, 

date of collection and most importantly used hashtags. The variety of identifiers allowed 

to easily cross-check the collected data or rather allow for easy sampling tests to verify 

the collection process.  

Throughout the import of the crawled data to Gephi, as a third step (see Figure 3) a 

total number of 770.012 co-occurred hashtags where identified. Words in the non-Latin 

alphabet and unidentifiable text were excluded because this decision maximizes the ex-

planatory power of the findings within the given context while maximizing the feasibility 

of data capacity. The functionality toolkit of Gephi carries the measurement of a centrality 

degree, which is conducted as a key indicator for the importance of co-occurred hashtags. 

This indicator within a graph points to the frequency of co-occurrences within a research 

object or rather indicates the number of connections to the main actor, in this case, the 

hashtag sustainability. The higher the degree the more appearance has a node within a 

network. Accordingly, the centrality degree functions as a key indicator of decision mak-

ing in the data analysis and process of defining the sampling, which is further described 

in the section of sampling strategy (see Chapter 6.3.2). 

Figure 3 Visualization for data collection (own il-
lustration) 
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For investigating RQ1 and RQ2 a deductive and inductive approach was chosen. 

Within the investigation of RQ1, a deductive approach within a quantitative manual co-

hashtag analysis of the given data is considered, based on the manifested-categories 

grounded on the preexisting theory of the thee-element conception, pointing to environ-

mental, economic and social responsibility as possible coding options.  

In detail, five hundred most frequently co-occurred hashtags were extracted and man-

ually clustered within the options of environment, economy, society, and others. The ex-

tracted sample size of five hundred hashtags is considered for two reasons. First, the high 

frequency of those co-occurred hashtags capsules the highest relevance to the represen-

tation of sustainability indicated by the centrality degree. Second, it seemed most pro-

cessable within the given timeframe of investigating the research object.  

Coding options and defined attributes 

Coding option 01: Economy The coding option economy is attributed to the key identi-

fiers of the economy concerning the three-element conception of sustainability. The con-

cept of this element represents mainly three key features – profitable growth, shareholder 

return, cost savings (Thomsen, 2013). In aiming to enhance enhancing analytical value to 

the attribute, a neo-classical definition is added the attributes because it defines economic 

as “welfare with the maximization of utility derived from consumption.” (Harris, 2013, 

p.2), meaning that this coding option is mainly described in relation to consuming goods. 

In consideration of that, the definition of the coding option ‘economy’ is connected to 

words in the dimension of consumerism and consumer goods (i.e. clothing, food, housing, 

transportation) and the mentioning of a word with the word-stem ‘economy’, i.e. ‘eco-

nomic’, ‘circulareconomy’ ‘localeconomy’. 

Figure 4 Visualization for data collection and content analysis for RQ1 (own illustration) 
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Coding option 02: Environment The coding option of environment is similarly based 

on the key indicators of the three-element conception of sustainability. The main attrib-

utes within the concept are – maintaining stable resources, avoiding over-exploitation, 

and saving the planet for future generations (Thomsen, 2013). In accordance to that, the 

coding option of ‘environment’ is attributed to environment and nature-related topics, 

such as the climate crisis and lifestyles in balance with the environment while words with 

the word stem of environment, i.e. “environmentalism’, ‘environmentalist’, ‘environmen-

tal’ etc. likewise relate to the coding option of environment.  

Coding option 03: Social The option for social responsibility is defined through the key 

indicators given by the three-element conception of sustainability, defined through re-

spect for the individual, equality, and human rights (Thomsen, 2013). In correlation to 

that, the attributes are defined within relations to an ethical mindset, fair-trade conditions, 

and conditions related to individual rights. Moreover, words with the word stem ‘social’ 

count as indicators for the coding option of social, i.e. ‘socialresponsibility’, ‘sociallyre-

sponsible’ or ‘corporatesocialresponsibility’.  

Coding option 04: Others However, in coding for user-generated content, there is a 

chance of unclarified connection of a coding option and a co-occurred hashtag. For this 

reason, the option others needed to be offered and added to objects with unclear attribute 

allocation.  

However, the latter mentioned coding options offer the potential to distinguish 

hashtags to the suitable category, emphasizing the intention of mutual exclusiveness, 

stressed by Dominick and Wimmer (2006). Thus, the goal of framing sustainability is 

emphasized by an interplay of all tree coding options, meaning that the coding for one or 

more options is needed to be possible. This is made clear with the example of the occurred 

hashtag, i.e. ‘ecofairtradefashion’ appealing to all three coding categories, as ‘eco’ for 

environment, ‘fair’ for social and ‘trade’ or ‘fashion’ for economy.  

The investigation of RQ2 is pointing to the process of an inductive quantitative and 

qualitative content analysis (ed. Lee & Cronin, 2016). For the process of approaching the 

research question from an inductive perspective, the overall data extraction for the sub-

sequent analysis has been broadened up because of two key indicators. First, a bigger data 

corpus ensures and validates the findings on a greater level, and second, it increases the 

valid output while at the same remaining within a feasible data size to process within the 
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given research devices. Accordingly, a total number of 1.000 co-occurred hashtags indi-

cated with the highest centrality degree got extracted as the content corpus for this inves-

tigation. Considering the exploratory, inductive approach for RQ2, the first step was an 

open coding practice to formulate contextualization categories based on a fragment of the 

overall data extraction set (see Figure 5). For the open-coding process, 500 posts with the 

highest centrality degree were conducted to define the coding options for the subsequent 

coding process.  

 

For investigating the representation of key frames within the represented content a 

model was conducted because of two main reasons. First, the multilayered complexity of 

the phenomenon and the nuanced variations of hashtags on the platform requires a sys-

tematic and polyvalent way to approach and code the data. Second, it allowed the bun-

dling of various hashtags to a broader meta-sphere while at the same time preserving a 

detailed and sensitive view on the essence of each varied frame. Zeng et al. (2019) utilized 

a meta-layer frame-model for the scientific exploration of frames of alignment and envi-

ronmental advocacy in China to strengthen the assertion of their investigation through 

stripping findings together to a specific statement while keeping a detailed variation of 

the findings to add more depth to it. Inspired by Zeng et al. (2019) a three-layer model is 

conceived with a meta-frame-layer, a frame-layer, and a sub-frame-layer (see Figure 6) 

as a suitable tool for approaching RQ2 through an inductive and exploratory manner be-

cause of three reasons. According to the latter mentioned advantages of the model, the 

first key reason is the enabling to bundle related connotations to a strong statement while 

at the same time preserving the detailed quality of various nuanced deviations. A second 

reason is the ability to add depth and details to a complex environment while at the same 

Figure 5 Visualization for data collection and content analysis for RQ2 (own illustration) 
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time maintaining a lucid overall structure. Thirdly, the process enabled a visualization of 

the findings in an easily remembered form and allows for the visual creativity of the 

researcher.  

The first layer, the meta-frame, determines the overall underlying contextualization of 

the hashtags. The actual frame describes the generic action or interactivity of the co-oc-

curred frames and last but not least the sub-frames give a more detailed impression of the 

framings within the co-occurred hashtags. However, the actual categories for the frame-

model were developed through the traditional open-coding process. This empirical mech-

anism of open coding allowed the development of categories or rather codes while ob-

serving a sub-extraction of the sampled data. The aim of this practice is the categorization 

of the data to significant coding options. (see Figure 5) After having concluded the open 

coding process and the definition of suitable coding options within the categories of a 

meta-frame, frame, and sub-frame, the total data corpus got coded with the options in a 

deductive approach (Riffe, Lacy & Fico, 2005).  

Due to the multilayered concept of coding options for the three-layered model, the 

actual coding option will be presented in the results section and the appendix in correla-

tion to keeping the word count limited. However, due to the focus of hypothesis two, the 

two criteria of contextualizing hashtags and perfunctory hashtags are defined in the fol-

lowing.  

Coding options and defined attributes 

Coding option 01: Contextualizing hashtag The coding option of contextualized 

hashtags is attributed to the implementation of meaningful context in the form of 

hashtags, including one or several words, written in the Latin alphabet. Words and phrases 

Figure 6 Visualization frame-model (own illustration) 



 

 

 

 

28 

as instagood, photooftheday, picoftheday, follow, tbt, instagood, ootd, bhfyp, Instagram 

and followforfollow are excluded from that coding opting, indicating a perfunctory 

hashtag rather than a contextualized hashtag.  

Coding option 02: Perfunctory hashtags The coding option of perfunctory hashtags is 

attributed to the top ten hashtags of the list published by TopHashtags, indicating most 

frequently used hashtags to increase the reach of a post, including:  

#instagood, #photooftheday, #picoftheday, #follow, #tbt (short version for throwback 

Thursday), ‘#instagood’, ‘#ootd’ (short version for: outfit of the day), ‘#bhfyp’ (short 

version for: best hashtag for your pic), #instagram, #followforfollow.  

Coding option 03: Others The coding option others is attributed to unidentifiable words 

or phrases. 

6.3.2 Sampling Strategy 

A constructed week sampling was conducted as a suitable sampling strategy to collect the 

corpus of 50.000 posts with the ‘#sustainability’. In order to be able to make generalizable 

assumptions, the amount of 50.000 posts was considered for two reasons. First, a sam-

pling of 50.000 posts represented posts of a vast number of users on Instagram and se-

cond, the sampled data size was therewith maximized in terms of feasibility within the 

given research devices. Considering the constructed week sampling strategy, a timeframe 

for collecting the data was conducted within a week-time span from 6th until the 13th of 

April 2020 for two main reasons. First, this sampling strategy signifies the content struc-

ture of a whole week, meaning that the results represent a diversified activity rate, as 

Figure 7 presents a vast variety of traffic and activity on the platform per day and time. 

Second, conducted studies demonstrate the fact that a constructed week sampling mini-

mizes the overestimation or underestimation of certain days and times (Riffe, Aust & 

Lacy, 1993). The time for crawling the data during the day was also random, picking from 

every time of the day a random number of posts. With the systematization of the sampled 

data in a constructed week sampling strategy, the findings allow for more generalization 

towards the population due to the vast timespan and ensure representativeness (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011; Hodkinson, 2017).  
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Figure 7 Engagement rate on Instagram per day and time 

6.4 Methodological Reflection 

The chosen method of a quantitative and qualitative content analysis provides the poten-

tial to understand the public representation of a specific topic because as stated by Hod-

kinson (2017) “content analysis has possibly been the most influential with respect to the 

public, the media industry and policy-makers” (p.72).  

Besides the main advantages as reliability and the representativeness of the findings 

caused by the systematic numerical approach, the method presents some limitations such 

as simplification, as stated by Hodkinson (2017). However, it might seem true that the 

classification of meaningful messages into simplified categories such as ‘environment’ 

or ‘economy’ might lead to some sort of simplification. Thus, it can be argued that the 

terminology of sustainability with a complex notion in itself needs simplification to keep 

the results comprehensible and tangible. Moreover, the implementation of a qualitative 

approach to the merely quantitative driven content analysis and a three-dimensional 

model for a multilayered approach, add additional depth to the findings which contrast 

the critique of simplification. 

A further apparent limitation of the applied method can be found in the critique eluci-

dated by Hodkinson (2017) stating that even though the approach through a content anal-

ysis is driven by objectivism, the results are however underlying the subjectivism of the 

researcher. Even though Hodkinson (2017) therewith criticizes that any step taken within 
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a research approach, starting from formulating the research questions, choosing the sam-

pling strategy through building the categories et cetera, is based on “human judgments 

and all liable to affect the results” (p.72). Thus, Blaikie and Pries (2017) argue, that the 

elimination of subjectivism of the researcher in an analytical process is merely impossi-

ble, this is why a transparent representation of the systematization and objectivism within 

the research process is most important to strengthen the reliability and representativeness 

of the results, which is aimed with chapter 6 of this research thesis.  
A further methodological limitation can be drawn to the mixed methods approach of 

computational and human-driven practices. It may be discussed whether the application 

of a computational approach as an additional layer to traditional content analysis adds 

value to the investigation. Zamith and Lewis (2015) strengthen the hypothesis that non-

human tools are lacking the ability to identify complex relationships and meaningful cor-

relations. Inevitable is artificial intelligence (AI) today lacking skills of interpretation, 

thus in case of this research approach, computational support has exclusively been con-

ducted to crawl data and visualize data-connections without counting on computational 

support in terms of interpretation or analysis of the data.  

A further limitation concerning the coding options needs to be drawn to exhaustively. 

Although exhaustively is recommended when defining the coding options within a con-

tent analysis, meaning the full coverage of possibility within the appearance of coding 

categories, the implementation of complex terminologies as economy, environment, and 

social limited a full exhaustively of the terminology of sustainability. However, the pref-

erence of an interplay between the latter mentioned coding options, as well as the inclu-

sion of the category of others in the analysis, keeps the limitation of exhaustively within 

the given context to a minimum.  

Even though the computational crawling of data enabled a larger content corpus within 

the analysis, the sampling size could be discussed as a limitation because it represents an 

extraction of 0.01% of the overall available data with the ‘#sustainability’. Nevertheless, 

an investigation of an exclusive scale of data with detailed depth insights, present the first 

step towards an understanding of not only the representation of sustainability on the social 

media platform Instagram but also on an understanding of an emerging research field, as 

stated by Fischer et al. (2017). Furthermore, it is to say that the sampling size was set on 

a maximum of feasible data processing in terms of given devices and processors to pro-

cess the data.  
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7 Ethics 

The overall goal of a scholar should be researching with the highest possible ethical stand-

ards. Instagram is a public space with a vast quantity of ‘naturally occurring’ data on any 

number of topics (Dr. Leanne Townsend & Prof. Claire Wallace, 2019). Dealing with 

social media content the question of whether the data is public or private arise as the main 

area of ethical issues. Core to this discussion is the element of agreement in a set of terms 

and conditions by users as well as the data policy of the platform. In detail, all users on 

the platform of Instagram agreed to the term that allows the use of the posted data “to 

conduct and support research and innovation.” (Data Policy | Instagram Help Center, 

2020) However, considering the handling of data as ethically correct because it is on a 

public platform opens a debate, whereas Body and Crawford (2012) argue that “it is prob-

lematic for researchers to justify their actions as ethical simply because the data are ac-

cessible” (p. 672). Key to this argument is the online setting of Instagram itself, where 

users have the option to keep their profiles ‘private’ or ‘public’. With the informed con-

sent of opening a profile to the public, it can be considered as ethical to use the data 

anonymously due to the active decision by the user to publish the content. Moreover, 

public profiles intend to reach as many people as possible, and relating thereto the data 

can be understood as meant to be public.  

Anonymity is a core value in research ethics. It is to say that, in this research paper 

data will be treated anonymously, meaning that, no profile name, ID, shortcode, or any 

other information related to a specific profile is shared. (see Appendices IV) 

Coping with user’s data, the risk of harm needs to be considered. It is associated with 

the researcher’s responsibility to not risk harm by breaching users’ privacy and anonym-

ity. Considering posts with a hashtag as the object of research, the posts can be understood 

clearly targeting to broad audience. However, within the investigation of hashtags as a 

fragmented part of the message within the application of anonymity, “the risk of harm 

may not be present” as argued by Dr. Townsend and Prof. Wallance (2019, p.7). 

8 Presentation and Analysis of Results  

The presentation of the results is divided in three sections. The first section copes with a 

generic approach towards the collected data and found relations between co-occurred 

hashtags. The second and third sections are dedicated to the representation and analysis 

of the findings concerning research questions and hypotheses one and two.  
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A generic approach towards the content corpus within the social network tool Gephi 

represents a highly-interwoven network with an overall co-occurrence of 770.012 

hashtags. The utilization of the centrality degree, given by the analysis tool Gephi, enables 

the identification of most frequently used hashtags. The degree of centrality indicates the 

connection to the main actor (in this case ‘#sustainability’) and the number of co-occur-

rences (in this case co-occurred hashtags) in correlation to it. Table 1 represents the top 

ten core nodes with the highest centrality degree of over 8.000 mentions for the hashtag 

ecofriendly, followed by sustainable, sustainableliving, zerowaste, sustainablefashion, 

and environment.   

 

 

 

The top ten nodes show a vast division of thematic representations, starting from words 

with the same word stem as sustainability, such as sustainable, sustainableliving, and 

sustainablefashion. A second dominant pattern points to environmental related topics, 

such as ecofriendly, environment, nature, climatechange, or eco. Viewed from an agenda-

setting lens, the findings link towards an indication of a dominant understanding of sus-

tainability from an environmental perspective, as stated by Connett (2013) and Fischer et 

al. (2017). Furthermore, the indication, viewed from a framing perspective, of five out of 

ten most frequently used hashtags with a primarily environmental association additionally 

points to the investigation of research question one and the hypothesis of a dominant 

representation of sustainability within environmental-related representations on social 

media. A third pattern could be identified within the following hashtags dealing with sus-

tainable activities and the handling of by-products, such as ‘zerowaste’ or ‘recycle’. This 

Nodes Centrality degree 

ecofriendly 8153 

sustainable 7685 

sustainableliving 6861 

zero waste 5882 

sustainablefashion 5239 

environment 5127 

nature 4725 

climatechange 4141 

recycle 4031 

eco 3505 

Table 1 Top ten nodes with highest centrality degree 
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can be linked to the representation of concrete activities within a sustainable behavior and 

to the framing of a personal impact areas on sustainability, which former got identified as 

a barrier towards sustainable behavior through the threshold of fatalism, by Lorenzoni et 

al. (2007). Due to the limitation to the top ten hashtags with the highest centrality degree, 

it is necessary to, in the following, dive deeper into the findings of research question one 

and two.  

8.1 Framing of Sustainability within the Three-Element Conception 

The first research question focuses on the investigation of ‘how is sustainability repre-

sented within the three-element conception of environ-mental, economic and social re-

sponsibility on social media?’ The analysis of the first 500 co-occurred hashtags with the 

highest centrality degree results in a dominant representation of the topic environment of 

49%, followed by an economic framing of 39% and lastly social responsibility with 33% 

of co-occurred relations. The percentages within the elements of conception’s represen-

tation surpass the benchmark of a hundred since the possibility of coding for more than 

one option was valid. Following the total number of 26% on the representation of all three 

elements within co-occurred hashtags. However, the correlated hypothesis to research 

question one — Sustainability is dominantly represented from an environmental perspec-

tive on social media — got verified through the dominant representation of environment-

related hashtags by 49 %. 

8.1.1 Environmental Responsibility 

Table 2 presents an exemplary extraction of nodes (here: hashtags) within the coding 

option of environment within a high centrality degree. It shows a representation of three 

broad theme characteristics such as mindset-related frames, as ecofriendly to generic as-

sociations towards the environment with mentioned themes such as environment and na-

ture. A third represented theme is likewise be drawn around activism and engagement 

related associations towards the climate crisis within co-occurred themes as cli-

matechange or savetheplanet. The findings of a dominant representation of sustainability 

within an environmental frame hints to Comfort and Hester (2019) stating that one main 

subcategory of sustainability is climate justice and environmentalism. Furthermore, the 

line needs to be drawn to Bergius et al. (2016) by stating that the media publishes sus-

tainability-related news if a correlated news value in terms of actuality is carried. Pointing 
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to the agenda-setting theory and the question on how news media represent sustainability, 

which according to Asemah (2012) influences the broader society and in this case the 

representation of a theme on social media, it is argued that the dominance of environmen-

tal framing could be caused by the media agenda and the focus on the environment in 

correlation to news, framed around the climate crisis, Fridays for Future or omnipresent 

activists as Greta Thunberg. This could be interpreted towards the representation of ac-

tivist driven framings and co-occurred topics such as climatechange and savetheplanet. 

However, it is necessary to bear in mind that the most frequently used hashtag ecofriendly 

from a psychological framing effect perspective is positively framed, in correlation to the 

association ‘friendly’. Positive framing effects incorporate two characteristics. First, the 

possible encouragement and motivation of the messages’ recipient and second, it also 

increases a possible performance and engagement towards a similar activity (Roney, 

Higgins & Shah, 1995). Speaking from a content producer perspective, the implementa-

tion of a positive frame represents a positive mindset and in a broader sense a link to the 

understanding of personal impact. The understanding of having a personal impact on sus-

tainability got described by Lorenzoni et al. (2007) and Langley and Van Den Broek 

(2010) as a step towards increasing sustainable behavior through the thereto related over-

come of the threshold of fatalism.  

  

8.1.2 Economic Responsibility 

Concerning co-occurred hashtags within the coding option of economy (see Table 3) it 

gets clear, that the overall occurrence of hashtags in correlation to the centrality degree 

compared with the category of environment (see Table 2) is comparably lower. The asso-

ciations with economy-related hashtags have appeared in a lower number of posts. This 

could be argued from two standpoints. First, it could be viewed from an agenda setting 

perspective and the correlated focus of the public agenda towards environmental related 

issues. Second, it could be related to the discussion reviewed in the literature about social 

Co-occurred hashtag Coding option  Centrality degree 

ecofriendly environment 8153 

environment environment 5127 

nature environment 4725 

climatechange environment 4141 

savetheplanet environment 3481 

Table 2 Exemplary nodes for coding option 'environment' 
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commerce and the question of an overtake of the commercial over the social aspect 

(Baym, 2015), indicating that the commercial aspect is still underrepresented concerning 

environmental representations. However, in correlation to the second standpoint, it needs 

to be mentioned that this standpoint would follow the assumption that the labeling of 

products for consumption with hashtags is represented but in minority compared to users 

with the motivation of engaging in environmental-related. This can be correlated to cur-

rent social movements such as minimalism, do-it-yourself, or the concept of making more 

with less (Acaroglu, 2013; Craig, 2019; García-de-Frutos, Ortega-Egea & Martínez-del-

Río, 2018). This also links to the co-occurred hashtags shopsmall or consciousconsumer 

and more broadly speaking with shoplocal.  

 

However, it is important to draw a line to the phenomena of using hashtags when linking 

to a current thematic happening, as Wang et al. (2016) and Bruns et al. (ed. 2015) de-

scribe. According to that, shoplocal could be linked to a sustainable mindset of supporting 

the local economy and to the current societal matter of the Covid-pandemic. Due to the 

dramatic consequences of lockdowns to contain the virus, local businesses are suffering, 

whereas consumers are encouraged to support local businesses to prevent them from in-

solvency (O’Caroll, 2020).  

However, the hashtags within a high centrality degree in the category economy show 

consumer goods or consumer behavior such as fashion with the highest centrality degree, 

shopsmall or consciousconsumer. Even though the hashtags might present a social re-

sponsibility, the coding option from a neo-classical perspective indicates the focus on 

consumerism and therewith identifies the link to the coding option economy. The link of 

circulareconomy to the category economy is not only drawn through the nation of the 

terminology of circular economy but also through the utilization of the same word stem 

economy. 

Linking the appearance of circular economy to current literature, it is argued that #cir-

cularconomy is implemented by corporations, promoting their own businesses through 

the hashtag. Reilly and Hynan (2014) argue on an increasing number of corporate social 

Co-occurred hashtag Coding option  Centrality degree 

fashion economy 3107 

shoplocal economy 889 

circulareconomy economy 854 

shopsmall economy 648 

consciousconsumer economy 428 

Table 3 Exemplary nodes for coding option 'economy' 
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responsibility communication on social media and Baym (2015) argues on a general in-

crease of the representation of corporations on social media. Besides the occurrence of 

circularconomy, the mentioned hashtags hint chiefly to a consumer perspective in pro-

moting the reduction of consuming consumer goods or rather encourage a conscious 

mindset on consumerism. Thus, the hashtag fashion links to Romero et al. (2011) and 

Bruns et al. (ed. 2015) who describe the motivation for implementing hashtags driven to 

seek attention and by the hashtag’s potential virality. 

8.1.3 Social Responsibility 

In viewing the results of the third coding option social the findings represent a lower 

centrality degree within the overall comparison to the coding options of environmental 

and economy. The representation of exemplary nodes within a high centrality degree (see 

Table 4) show a major appearance of frames with the mentioning of the word stem ethical. 

The mentioning of ethical, fair, or, selected from the greater data source within a high 

centrality degree, hashtags as whomademyclothes represents patterns and connections to 

the apparel industry. Those occurred themes can be related to the proposed theory of 

Wang et al. (2016) describing the mentioning of themes due to social issues, which cor-

related to scandals within the apparel industry or rather campaigns, such as whomademy-

clothes for more transparency within the clothing industry, represented in the media. Fol-

lowing those findings, the lens of agenda-setting links can be considered as argumentation 

of represented public frames correlated to media news.  

 

However, the results present a dominant public representation of sustainability driven by 

environmental associations, which argues for a correlation between the media and the 

public agenda, from an agenda setting theory perspective. Hence, 26% of co-occurred 

hashtags are connoted with all three elements of conception, concluding in a minority of 

the public’s understanding of sustainability within theory-based definitions of sustaina-

bility.  

Co-occurred hashtag Coding option  Centrality degree 

ethicalfashion social 1803 

fairtrade social 744 

ethical social 643 

fair social 585 

ethicallymade social 536 

Table 4 Exemplary nodes for coding option 'social' 
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In sum, referring back to the research question of how the representation of sustaina-

bility on social media is framed within the three coding options, the findings indicate a 

dominant weight on the representation of environmental issues, followed by economic 

and social responsibility. Accordingly, hypothesis 01 - sustainability is dominantly rep-

resented from an environmental perspective on social media - is verified with the given 

findings. Furthermore, the findings refer back to the discussion of whether the agenda-

setting through media reasons for a dominant representation of sustainability from an en-

vironmental perspective or whether it is a growing dominance of the public agenda influ-

encing the media agenda and the political agenda due to increasing prosumerism in the 

media environment. Even though the findings do not allow for investigating the time of 

representing a dominance of environmental issues initially, it can be argued, that it indi-

cates for an interrelation between the media agenda, the public agenda, and the policy 

agenda within a cyclical process. Furthermore, it can be argued that the media, the public 

and policy increasingly make sustainability a subject of discussion, even though the value 

for the appearance of all three elements, as indented with the theory-based definition of 

the terminology, is merely underrepresented by an overall percentage of 26%. A further 

discussion of the correlation within the later mentioned framework is deepened in chapter 

8.3.  

8.2 Representation of Key Frames within Sustainability 

The focus of hypothesis and research question two is set on the investigation of key-

frames and represented contexts. Analyzing the coding results for hypothesis 02 – Per-

functory co-occurred hashtags drive the framing of sustainability compared to conceptu-

alizing hashtags - within a sampling of 1000 nodes, results show a representation of 6% 

perfunctory hashtags and 15% within the category of others, whereas 79% follow the 

purpose of a contextualization. Interestingly, 5% of the category contextualizing hashtags 

show topics of current societal matter without necessarily related to sustainability, such 

as covid19, Coronavirus, staysafe, quarantine, stayathome, corona, and covid. Linking 

back to Romero et al (2011), Bruns et al. (ed. 2015), and Wang et al. (2016) one could 

argue that the intention for implementing hashtags, in this case, is driven by current soci-

etal matters or social issues.  

In sum, hypothesis 02 got falsified, resulting in the assumption that the intention of 

posting sustainability content is mainly driven by contextualization and the purpose to 
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spread meaning rather than purely increasing the reach of the post. However, it could be 

argued that sustainability itself can be implemented for greenwashing and self-branding 

rather than contextualizing the post in the framework of its definition. Nonetheless, the 

representation of sustainability on social media within a predominantly contextual driven 

purpose results in the falsification of a dominant representation with perfunctory co-oc-

curred hashtags, meaning that there is a broader context drawn around posts tagged with 

sustainability. The broader context carries the potential to be investigated within the given 

co-occurred hashtags, resulting in research question two and the opportunity to further 

shine a light on the representation of sustainability on Instagram.  

For exploring research question two, an inductive approach within a sampling of 1.000 

nodes with the highest centrality degree enabled to define frames in a pre-coding process. 

Due to the reason of the terminology’s complexity and the multilayered thematic repre-

sentations of sustainability, the introduced three level-model (see chapter 6.3.1) was con-

ducted to investigate RQ2. This three-level model is inspired by Zeng et al. (2019) who 

scientifically implemented the model to frame alignment and environmental advocacy in 

China. The adapted model is based on three layers. The first layer is defined as a meta-

frame-layer, that determines the overall underlying contextualization of co-occurred 

hashtags. The actual frame describes the generic action or interactivity around the co-

occurred hashtags. Last but not least the sub-frames describe a more detailed activity of 

the co-occurred hashtags. (see Figure 8)  

Transferred to the coded findings, the co-occurred data-analysis resulted in five meta-

frames: Eco-Efficiency, Accountability, Consumerism, Identity, and Others. Ten frames 

Figure 8 Exemplary framing model (own illustration) 
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such as Activism, Activities, Feminism, and Business were identified, whereas in total 19 

sub-frames give insights on a more detailed viewpoint.   

8.2.1 Eco-Efficiency 

The representation of Eco-Efficiency emerged as the most influential cluster with the 

highest centrality degree within the data corpus. Key-frames within that cluster were de-

fined as sustainable activities and way of living, which were sub-framed to reuse, reclaim, 

recycle, and DIY (do it yourself), zero waste and minimalism (see Figure 9). 

Those findings link with the formerly identified societal trend of zero-waste move-

ment, and minimalism, as stated by Comfort and Hester (2019), which on the one hand 

emphasizes societal importance but also a trend towards a conscious mindset in relation 

to waste and ownership on social media. The meta-frame naming of Eco-Efficiency is 

based on the context of posted hashtags within the category that emphasize the aim of 

minimizing ecological damage while maximizing the efficiency of doing good for the 

environment. The frame activities is placed around active performances to minimize eco-

logical damage, such as ‘#reusing’, ‘#saynotoplastic’, ‘#reducewaste’ or ‘#diy’, ‘#sew-

ing’, ‘#growyourown’. On the other hand, the frame way of living implies a labeling of 

eco-efficient lifestyles like ‘#zerowasteliving’, ‘#ecofriendlyliving’, ‘#zerowastehome’ 

and a majority of co-occurrences with topics as ‘#tinyhousing’, ‘#tinyliving’, ‘#ti-

nyhouselife’. The sub-frames were built around the appeared four themes (see Figure 9) 

Figure 9 Frame-model for Eco-Efficiency (own illustration) 
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that differentiate between sustainable activities and way of living based on a majority of 

appeared co-occurrences.  

The hashtags of the sub-categories with the highest centrality degree are found in the 

categories of zero waste and reuse, reclaim, recycle. Correspondingly, from a framing 

perspective, people frame their activities within a movement or sustainable action most. 

Most frequent hashtags within the sub-frames of zero waste and reuse, reclaim, recycle 

are i.e. ‘#zerowaste’, ‘#recycle’, ‘#noplastic’, ‘#reuse’ and ‘#zerowasteliving’ with an 

average degree centrality of 3076, meaning that the frequency of co-occurrence of these 

hashtags and the ‘#sustainability’ within the overall sampling of 50.000 is on an average 

of 3076, which indicates a high relevance of the hashtags and overall representation 

within the meta-frame of Eco-Efficiency. Within the overall sub-frames the ‘#sustaina-

bleliving’ with a centrality degree of 6861 and ‘#zerowaste’ with 5882, reach the highest 

rank within the meta-frame of Eco-Efficiency. The high relevance of both hashtags could 

either be reasoned through the argument by Rauschnabel et al. (2019) stating that users 

motivation of implementing hashtags is driven by the participation in trends on social 

media or through the argument by Savitz et al. (2006) and Scoones (2007) that in recent 

days, the term has been claimed as a buzzword and a status symbol through media, re-

sulting in the labeling of people’s lifestyle as sustainable on social media from an agenda-

setting perspective.  

8.2.2 Accountability 

The meta-frame Accountability emerged as a second most influential representation con-

cerning the number of co-occurred hashtags with a high centrality degree of the given 

data sampling. The meta-frame Accountability is created on the fundament of a strong 

sense for responsibility towards a sustainable future with the tendency to not only speak 

for oneself but also to follow the aim to actively influence and affect others. Key-frames 

are activism and policy whereas, the latter mentioned frame represents a lower centrality 

degree. The category policy is mainly dominated by the co-occurred themes of the sus-

tainable development goals within the hashtags i.e. of ‘#sgd’, ‘#sustainabledevelopment’, 

and ‘#sustainabledevelopmentgoals’, within an average centrality degree of 334. Based 

on the comparison to the frame of activism within an average centrality degree of 2722, 

the focus in the following is set on the frame of activism. Within the frame of activism, 

sub-frames as environmentalism and social change imply as main topics, represented 
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through the co-occurred hashtags with the highest centrality degree such as ‘#cli-

matechange’, ‘#savetheplanet’, ‘#globalwarming’, ‘#climatecrisis’, and ‘#socialchange’.  

However, the relevance of environmentalism compared to social change is higher clas-

sified, meaning that environmentalism, from a framing perspective, is more relevant com-

pared to social change. This correlates to the statement of Cox (2010) as well as Comfort 

and Hester (2019), that climate justice and environmentalism are key subcategories of 

sustainability in the media agenda and correlating with high relevance in the public 

sphere. Additionally, it is necessary to mention that within the sub-frame of environmen-

talism the themes of ‘#climatechange’ reached the highest centrality degree within 4141 

in the frame of activism. In the overall meta-frame of Accountability, the two hashtags 

within the highest centrality degree are ‘#climatechange’ with a degree of 4141 and 

‘#savetheplanet’ with 3481, both grounded in a form of activism from an environmental 

perspective, correlating to the findings of research question one, that an environmental 

perspective is dominantly represented on social media.  

8.2.3 Consumerism 

The meta-frame Consumerism emerged as the third influential representation concerning 

the hashtag co-occurrences with sustainability. The fundament of the meta-frame Con-

sumerism is based on concrete correlations to activate shopping activities, product place-

Figure 10 Frame-model for Accountability (own illustration) 
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ment or purchases. The key-frames present on two perspectives of consumerism on In-

stagram. (see Figure 10) The first relevant key frame is identified as the frame of business, 

mirrored through a higher number of centrality degree. In correlation to that are the sub-

frames of circular economy, energy and marketing framed around relevant co-occurred 

hashtags such as ’#circulareconomy’, ‘#circularfashion’, ‘#greenenergy’, ‘#solarenergy’, 

‘#shopnow’, and ‘#shoponline’. The key frame of conscious consumption focuses on al-

ternative and sustainable consumption features categorized in the sub-frame second-life 

consumption, with the highest centrality degree. This sub-frame is dominated by hashtags 

around second hand and thrift shopping, such as ‘#vintage’, ‘#secondhand’, and 

‘#fairtrade’. The sub-frame sustainable products presents concrete consumer products or 

conscious consumer mindsets, presented through ‘#sustainablefashion’, ‘#slowfashion’ 

or ‘#consciousfashion’. This can furthermore be related to the fashion industry, which 

according to Joy and Pena (2017) carries an immense potential of increasing sustainability 

and to the impact of consumer awareness on the acting corporations within the industry. 

The subcategory of ethics is not further described due to a minor centrality degree. The 

co-occurred hashtags with the highest centrality degree in the meta-frame of Consumer-

ism are ‘#sustainablefashion’ with a centrality degree of 5239 and ‘#slowfashion’ with 

2160 which indicates an awareness towards the fashion industry, correlating to the latter 

mentioned potential of consumer awareness driving a change towards sustainability, as 

stated by Joy and Pena (2017).  

Figure 11 Frame-model for Consumerism (own illustration) 
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8.2.4 Identity 

The fourth meta-frame Identity is based on mindset and identity-filling activities such as 

beliefs, hobbies, or intrinsic feelings. It emerged as the most multilayered one consisting 

of four key-frames – art&design, feminism, food, and religion. (see Figure 11) The most 

dominantly represented key frame is food, which got identified with framing one’s alter-

native diet or way of consuming food. In fact, food is a current trend on Instagram, but in 

this case the hashtags also refer to the topic of sustainability, such as ‘#vegan’, ‘#plant-

based’, ‘#veganfood’, ‘#veganlife’, ‘#eatlocal’ or ‘#sustainablefood’. The findings corre-

late to the article by Hancox (2018) published in the guardian that forecasted 2018 as the 

year of “mainstream veganism” (p.1). Even though one could argue that veganism is not 

only motivated by sustainability reasons, the published article emphasized three main 

drivers for the shift of a vegan diet – Health, climate change, and animal welfare. Besides 

health, climate change and animal welfare can to some extend be related to environmental 

and social responsibility.  

The consideration of the frame design&art is needed to not be underestimated. It rep-

resents a relatively high degree of centrality within the meta-frame of Identity. Co-oc-

curred hashtags such as ‘#art’, ‘#sustainabledesign’, ‘#ecodesign’, ‘#greenbuilding’ indi-

cate an important connection of sustainability and aesthetics or art in user’s representa-

tion. The most frequent occurred hashtags within the meta-frame Identity are ‘#vegan’ 

with a centrality degree of 2953 and ‘#design’ with 2539.  

Figure 12 Frame-model for Identity (own illustration) 
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In sum, the relevance of the four meta-frames in correlation to the centrality degree 

represents frequently used frames within the public representation of sustainability. The 

centrality degree within each meta-frame indicated the relevance of key-frames and sub-

frames in correlation to each other. In pointing to that, the most frequently implied repre-

sentations are to be found in Eco-Efficiency and the therewith connected motivation to 

minimize ecological damage through a more sustainable lifestyle. In relation to that, the 

second most frequently represented frame activism within the meta-frame Accountability 

also represents the motivation of the public for doing good for the environment or rather 

in detail to act within the climate crisis not only with one’s actions but also through the 

empowerment of others. Pointing to those two most relevant occurred frames, one could 

sum up the findings to the conclusion that the public motivation and engagement towards 

a sustainable behavior from an environmental perspective is considered to be high.  

Pointing to the agenda-setting lens and current media news, one could find an answer 

to why the environment is dominantly represented on social media due to the dominant 

focus of media news on the environment and activism. On third place of most important 

frames on social media in correlation to sustainability is Consumerism and the framing of 

conscious consumerism in relation to ethically produced items, local consumerism, and 

moreover a vast engagement towards second-life consumerism. However, pointing to 

Baym (2015) in stating that social commerce is growing on social media, one could find 

an answer to the representation of consumerism by the argument of an “overtake of the 

social by the corporate” (p.1), resulting in a growing presence of corporations on social 

media selling products to users. However, it could be argued that the hashtags within 

Consumerism are related to conscious consumerism such as send-life consumerism which 

rejects the purchase of newly produced products.  

8.3 Discussion  

The results of the latter chapter demonstrate two major findings concerning the overall 

representation of sustainability on social media. First, it shows that sustainability on social 

media is dominantly represented from an environmental perspective. Second, it gives in-

sights about four meta-frames, embodied through the representation of sustainability on 

social media - Eco-Efficiency, Accountability, Consumerism, and Identity.  
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8.3.1 Representation Dominances  

The representation of sustainability in correlation to environmental related issues was 

shown through the findings related to RQ1 as well as related to RQ2, within the frame of 

activism and environmentalism. Results show that environmentalism is represented with 

high relevance in relation to the public framing of sustainability on social media. Essen-

tially, in correlation to the findings to RQ1 and the dominant representation of an envi-

ronmental perspective, the discussion for reasoning the findings needs to be further 

viewed from different angles. The engagement of users towards environmental issues can 

be argued within an agenda-setting lens and the dominance of environmental issues in 

media news, influencing the public agenda, presented on social media (Roser-Renouf et 

al., 2014). A similar argument was reached by Wang et al. (2016), Arvidsson (2010), and 

Dande (2012) arguing that the focus on environmental framing is caused by current con-

versations in policy, society, and businesses influencing the representation on social me-

dia. Furthermore, the engagement towards the environment can be related to the utiliza-

tion of social media as a tool to self-brand and trendgaging for increasing one’s popularity 

through framing posts as environmentally-sustainable (Rauschnabel, Sheldon & 

Herzfeldt, 2019; Romero, Meeder & Kleinberg, 2011). Moreover, it may be discussed 

whether the public views the greatest potential within the environmental perspective to 

engage with sustainability because it carries the greatest potential to be active as an indi-

vidual. Correspondingly, it could be discussed whether environmental sustainability is 

the most tangible and less complex term in comparison to economic and social responsi-

bility. Pointing back to the formerly introduced definitions of sustainability it gets clear, 

that within an environmental framing, the commonly accepted definition of sustainability 

by the United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) 

through the elements of centrality the conditions to utilize sustainability are not fulfilled 

to a full extend. Connecting to Purvis et al. (2019) by stating that sustainability labeling 

is only valid when the three elements of economic, environmental, and social responsi-

bilities are present. Consequently, this is linking back to the initial phenomenon of lacking 

consensus. The definition of sustainability by the International Union for Conservation 

of Nature (IUCN) is pointing to an environmental framing through defining the terminol-

ogy as “sustainability is the capacity to improve the quality of human life while living 

within the carrying capacity of the Earth’s supporting ecosystems” (ed. International 

Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources, United Nations Environment 
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Programme & World Wide Fund for Nature, 1991). The variety of perspectives support 

the argument of claiming sustainability with the given perspective as a correct way of 

representation, meaning that sustainability from an environmental perspective is in need 

to be proclaimed as environmental-sustainability, and economic perspective as economic-

sustainability, and a social perspective as social-sustainability.  

Further going into detail, the analysis resulted in a vast number of co-occurred con-

nections with sustainability in reaching over 770.000 co-occurred hashtags within the 

crawled data of 50.000 posts. The two co-occurred hashtags with the highest centrality 

degree are ‘#ecofriendly’ and ‘#sustainable’ with an average appearance of over 7.900 

times. One may argue that the high relevance of both hashtags could either be reasoned 

through the argument by Rauschnabel et al. (2019) stating that users motivation of imple-

menting hashtags is driven by the participation in trends on social media as mentioned in 

latter sections or through the argument by Savitz et al. (2006) and Scoones (2007) that in 

recent days, the term of sustainability and environmentalism has been claimed as a 

buzzword or rather status symbol, resulting in the labeling of people’s lifestyle as sus-

tainable on social media. The act of claiming one’s action as a sustainable way of living 

or with the hashtag of a sustainable activity correlates with van Dijck’s (2013) position 

in stating that people tend to present an idealistic lifestyle and reality on social media to 

increase and support desirability of a profile or the increase of followers, likes, and com-

ments.  

However, linking to the falsification of hypothesis two results in the finding of a driver 

for contextualization of hashtags in co-occurrence with sustainability. Thus, it can be dis-

cussed whether the communicated sustainable message on Instagram shows the actual 

everyday life activities of the users or a staged image to preserve an image to their fol-

lowers. Hence, the everyday life practices of users communicating sustainable messages 

could not be reviewed but one may argue through a framing perspective, that the repre-

sentations of environmental, ecological, or social sustainability affects the message’s re-

cipient nonetheless and therewith carries a potential to increases awareness through sus-

tainable practices. Further relating to the lens of framing theory, one could raise the ques-

tion of whether the functionality and settings of the mainstream media or rather social 

media carries the ability to challenge the conventional model of agenda setting through 

audience fragmentation and the influence of social media towards the public agenda 

(Feezell, 2018). Correspondingly, one could argue that the representation of sustainability 
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on social media, whether it is in the form of environmental, ecological, or social sustain-

ability, might not only influence the agenda setting but relating thereto affects other users, 

corporations or policymakers as active participants on social media.  

8.3.2 Meta-Frame Representations  

Generally speaking, the four meta-frames - Eco-Efficiency, Accountability, Consumerism, 

and Identity -  present the overall, broad perspective of key- and sub-frames representation 

of an overall engagement of users on social media towards environmental, ecological, 

and social sustainability. Especially the meta-frames of Eco-Efficiency, Accountability, 

and Identity show a high commitment towards sustainability, whereas the meta-frame of 

Consumerism identifies a conscious mindset towards the relation of consumer-brands-

relations and the purchase of products. Furthermore, it is to say, that the representation 

within the five meta-frames is mainly driven by a positive and encouraging framing such 

as ‘ecofriendly’, ‘gogreen’ ‘environmentallyfriendly’, or ‘bethechange’. Relating back to 

reviewed literature, representing that social media is considered a tool that contains the 

influence to positively encourage users towards sustainable behavior and inspire com-

mercial and public institutions, the positive framing carries the potential to drive sustain-

able change (Kool et al., 2009). Considering a psychological framing effect perspective, 

a positive frame can encompass two benefits. First, it encourages the motivation of the 

messages recipient, and second, it also increases a possible performance and engagement 

towards a similar, in this case sustainable, activity (Roney, Higgins & Shah, 1995). 

Speaking from a content producer perspective, the implementation of a positive frame 

indicates a positive mindset and in a broader sense linked to the understanding of personal 

impact. The understanding of having a personal impact on sustainability goes back to 

Lorenzoni et al. (2007) and Langley and Van Den Broek (2010) describing the under-

standing of personal impact as a step towards increasing sustainable behavior through the 

thereto related overcome of the threshold of fatalism. 

In sum, it is to say that the generic representation of sustainability on social media may 

be related to the broader meta-frame representations of Eco-Efficiency, Accountability, 

Consumerism, and Identity. Those meta-frames present a largely positive driven framing, 

which carries the potential to encourage and engage the message recipient in sustainable 

activities (Kool et al., 2009; Roney, Higgins & Shah, 1995). Even though, the framing of 

sustainability is generally driven by an environmentally-sustainable framing, correlated 
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to an agenda-setting perspective, it correlates to a vast societal engagement towards sus-

tainable practices and activism towards an environmentally-friendly future.  

9 Limitation and Further Research  

This chapter describes certain limitations within this study, in addition to the methodo-

logical limitations outlined in chapter 6.4. In the following, the limitations are clustered 

in five categories – technology and the platform’s structure, geographic location, cultural 

biases, language, and semantics.  

First and foremost, technology depicts a limitation of this study concerning two di-

mensions. The first dimension presents technological development itself, where “technol-

ogy places limitations on what a medium can be used for” (Croteau et al., 2012, p.287). 

The second dimension relates to availability and accessibility to technology. Availability 

and accessibility are dependent and limited to a technological device and an available 

connection to the internet. Furthermore, it is dependent and limited to being capable of 

accessing and approaching technological platforms, relating to the critical issue of infor-

mation systems for disabled people (Adam & Kreps, 2006).  

Furthermore, the availability of posted content on Instagram depicts a further limita-

tion in the platform’s structure. Previous click-through rates and personalized platform 

algorithms predefine and bias the appearance of posts and profiles. The elimination of a 

predefined algorithm, deciding on the appearance of posts while collecting the data can-

not be guaranteed. However, capturing the data throughout a computational approach 

strengthened objectivity within the given framework to a maximum. Furthermore, it min-

imizes impartiality that might be given by manual data entry.  

Moreover, valuable future research could stem from the latter mentioned limitation. 

Further research potential hints to a comparative study suggested by Bryman and Bell  

(2011), to compare of online and offline sustainability representation. Moreover, a second 

field of investigation might be drawn to an examination of representing sustainability by 

visually impaired people considering that they are not susceptible to visual representa-

tions (Adam & Kreps, 2006). 

According to the platform’s structure, the discrepancy of public and private profiles 

on Instagram evolved as a further limitation within the category of technology. The crawl-

ing algorithm allowed to collect data from public profiles, whereas content on private 

profiles remains hidden. Even though there are no official numbers of public and private 
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profiles communicated, the investigation of 50.000 posts, however, represents a vast 

number of users on Instagram even though they intended to share their posts with the 

public.       

Furthermore, it might seem like an additional limitation to investigate the representa-

tion of sustainability on social media through co-occurred hashtags. Thus, scholars make 

clear, that the study of social media hashtags represents a broad public spectrum, which 

in consequence nonetheless leads to an understanding of the term’s contextualization 

(Arnaboldi et al., 2015). Additionally, Fischer et al. (2017, p.610) stated that there is a 

“lack of research on how the terminology of sustainability essentially has been embraced 

and used in the media”. Linking to scholar’s agreement on the increasing importance of 

investigating hashtags on social media, as specified by Saxton et al. (2018) that “one of 

the most unique yet understudied tool available on social media platforms is the hashtag” 

(p.154), co-occurred hashtags are considered as a valid object of research. 

Social media provides open and global communication with fewer limits than tradi-

tional mass media channels. However, the platform is confronted a more differentiated 

capital of information that is less filtered than in other venues. In special regards to that 

is the consideration of the categories of geographic location, cultural biases, language, 

and semantics. 

At first, this study aimed to investigate the representation of sustainability on the social 

media platform Instagram on a global level. Geographic locations were not set at the focus 

in the investigation and analysis of the research object because this study aimed for a 

cross-regional study to draw the big picture of sustainability representation at the current 

stake. However, the limitation of geographic location can be viewed from two perspec-

tives. First, the consideration of posts without a focus on geographic location enables 

capturing a generic representation of sustainability on the platform. Second, it prevents 

from biases concerning influential cities and user tagging-preferences within the social 

media sphere. Furthermore, it has been stated by Williamson (2019) that geo-tagging on 

Instagram is a rather “unutilized tool” (p.1).  

In correlation to the category of semantics, the limitation towards differing semantics 

concerning cultural backgrounds and values or locations needs to be mentioned. How-

ever, this links to a potential for further investigations of varying semantics and sustain-

ability representation per location and therewith varying cultures. Hence, this links to an 
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ethnographical approach for further investigation and a qualitative analysis of public mo-

tivations to represent sustainability. Furthermore, an investigation of varying semantics 

within different cultures would further strengthen the understanding of sustainability rep-

resentation.  

Additionally, the investigation of semantics in media representations links to a neces-

sary further investigation of semantics and the category of language on social media. The 

British newspaper The Guardian changed utilized language when reporting about envi-

ronmental sustainability from presenting “climate change” to “climate crisis” or “climate 

emergency”, which is connoted as more alarming that the word “change” (Zeldin-

O’Neill, 2019). Hence, a qualitative longitudinal content analysis over time, suggested by 

Bryman and Bell  (2011) might emphasize to study the representation of sustainability in 

media correlated to semantics and language over time to shine a light on possible devel-

opments within semantic connotations. 

A field of further research needs to be drawn to the representation of various actors on 

the platform of Instagram. The variety of different actors on Instagram, such as corpora-

tions, individuals, influencers, institutions, NGOs represent different purposes for posting 

content. The different motivations for posting content and frame terminologies in distinct 

ways points to a further investigation of identifying the actors behind posts to investigate 

different framing. At the current state of time, there is no known algorithmic or program 

existing that enables the identification of the user profile-origins on Instagram. Even a 

manual analysis of the profile description not always shines a light on the actual identifi-

cation of the profile since the description of profiles is optional. The differentiation of 

actors might be feasible on a smaller data corpus but is limited to the profil biography and 

self-definition in the profile, which limits the representativeness of the findings within 

the research process. However, in a future scenario, further research on the identification 

of users on Instagram, could potentially be investigated within the question of ‘how far 

are represented frames of sustainability by corporations matching with the proposed 

frames by individual profiles and influencers?’.  

Furthermore, an approach through semiotic content analysis (Bryman & Bell, 2011) 

or rather, a visual analysis might shine a light on implemented symbols and sustainability 

representation from a visual perspective. This correlates with represented symbols by the 

platform of Instagram to offer direct purchase possibility of presented products on an 
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image. A visual analysis might therefore shine a light on product placement and the de-

velopment of social commerce on social media, as described by Baym (2015) as the 

“overtake by the corporates” (p.1). 

10 Conclusion  

This research paper aimed to investigate the representation of sustainability on the social 

media platform Instagram. Based on a computational and human-driven approach within 

a qualitative and quantitative content analysis, it can be concluded that sustainability is 

dominantly represented within an environmental perspective. Through analyzing the rep-

resentation of sustainability on social media, from an agenda-setting lens, this thesis has 

shown a correlation between the public representation of the phenomenon from an envi-

ronmental perspective on social media with the media agenda and sustainability repre-

sentation in media news. Furthermore, the results indicate four meta-frames represented 

by the users - Eco-Efficiency, Accountability, Consumerism, and Identity. Analyzing the 

represented frames through co-occurrences of hashtags as a thematic identifier, results 

show a merely positive and encouraged framing of sustainability through the implemen-

tation of hashtags as ‘ecofriendly’, ‘bethechange’, or ‘lovetheplanet’. Results of the in-

vestigation through a framing theory lens show the representation of frames as environ-

mentalism, activism, and conscious consumerism, indicating a positive and engaging at-

titude from a users’ perspective towards sustainable behavior, leading to the potential to 

drive a change towards sustainable awareness.  
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IV. Appendices 

 (1) Codebook 01 – Research question & hypothesis one 
Hypothesis 01 

Coding option  Economy  Environment Social  Others 
attributes this coding option is 

mainly described in rela-
tion to consuming 
goods. In consideration 
of that, the definition of 
the coding option ‘econ-
omy’ is connected to 
words in the dimension 
of consumerism and 
consumer goods (i.e. 
clothing, food, housing, 
transportation) and the 
mentioning of a word 
with the word-stem 
‘economy’, i.e. ‘eco-
nomic’, ‘circularecon-
omy’ ‘localeconomy’. 

the coding option of 
‘environment’ is at-
tributed to environment 
and nature-related top-
ics, such as the climate 
crisis and lifestyles in 
balance with the envi-
ronment while words 
with the word stem of 
environment, i.e. “envi-
ronmentalism’, ‘environ-
mentalist’, ‘environmen-
tal’ etc. likewise relate to 
the coding option of en-
vironment.  

the attributes are de-
fined within relations to 
an ethical mindset, fair-
trade conditions, and 
conditions related to in-
dividual rights. Moreo-
ver, words with the word 
stem ‘social’ count as in-
dicators for the coding 
option of social, i.e. ‘so-
cialresponsibility’, ‘so-
ciallyresponsible’ or 
‘corporatesocialrespon-
sibility’.  

objects with unclear at-
tribute allocation.  

sustainability	 1 1 1   
ecofriendly	 1       
sustainable	 1 1 1   

 

 

(2) Codebook 02 – Research question & hypothesis two 
Hypothesis 02 

Coding option  Contextualizing hashtag Environment Others 
attributes attributed to the implementation of 

meaningful context in the form of 
hashtags, including one or several 
words, written in the Latin alphabet. 
Words and phrases as instagood, pho-
tooftheday, picoftheday, follow, tbt, in-
stagood, ootd, bhfyp, Instagram and fol-
lowforfol-low are excluded from that 
coding opting, indicating a perfunctory 
hashtag rather than a contextualized 
hashtag.  

#instagood, #photoofthe-
day, #picoftheday, #follow, 
#tbt (short version for throw-
back Thursday), ‘#insta-
good’, ‘#ootd’ (short version 
for: outfit of the day), 
‘#bhfyp’ (short version for: 
best hashtag for your pic), 
#instagram, #followforfol-
low.  

objects with unclear attribute 
allocation.  

sustainability	 1     
ecofriendly	 1     
sustainable	 1     
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 (3) Codebook 03 – Research question two 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research Question two 
Coding option  Meta-Frame Key-Frame Sub-Frame 
attributes Eco-Efficiency; Accountability; Con-

sumerism; Identity; Other 
activities; way of living; activism; 
policy; business; conscious con-
sumption; art&design; feminism; 
food; religion 

reuse, reclaim, recycle; DIY; 
zero waste; minimalism; envi-
ronmentalism; social change; 
sustainable development 
goals; circular economy; en-
ergy; marketing; second-life 
consumption; ethics; sustaina-
ble products; sustainable archi-
tecture/design; art; design/ar-
chitecture; empowerment; lo-
cal, seasonal; veganism  

zerowaste		 Eco-Efficiency  way of living zero waste  
savetheplanet	 Accountability activism environmentalism 
sustainablefashion	 Consumerism conscious consumption sustainable products 


