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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to provide a map of the economy of social media platforms. 
We analyse digital labour on Instagram. The article asks: How are the users, who provide 
unpaid labour on Instagram, exploited? What kinds of labour do we find on Instagram? In doing 
so, the paper contributes to the literature on digital labour and the attention economy. Social 
media platforms exploit paid and unpaid labour in the creation and realisation of value. They 
capture user-generated content, transform it into commodities and sell it to companies. The 
article presents the results of a case study of the digital labour of Persian Internet users on 
Instagram. We conducted a Netnography of popular Instagram users (influencers, Internet 
users who make shoutouts to brands and influencers) and a survey where 600 Instagram users 
participated. 
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1. Introduction 

After the crash of the Dotcom bubble and with the rise of the free market in web 2.0-
based advertising platforms, we witnessed the growth of theoretical literature and the 
introduction of influential concepts like “self-exploitation” (Terranova 2000), “free la-
bour” (Kennedy 2012), and "digital labour" (Fuchs 2017a). Fuchs (2014a, 2014b) exa-
mined specific cases of digital labour, from the extraction of minerals in African mines 
to software engineering at Google and the exploitation of the users of advertising-ba-
sed Internet social media platforms.  

This article asks: How are the users, who provide unpaid labour on Instagram, ex-
ploited? What kinds of labour do we find on Instagram? To answer this question, we 
chose the Persian Instagram as a case study. Instagram is not yet filtered and 
censored among social networks in Iran and has the most users of all social media 
platforms in the country. As of January 2020, 58.42 million people in Iran had access 
to the Internet and 33.40 million Iranians joined at least one social media platform. 

Additionally, while it may be thought that Iran’s economy is a primarily a form of state 
capitalism that is baed on an oil-based rentier economy (see Harris 2013; Dadkhah 
2003), we choose the Persian Instagram as case study to show that also digital capi-
talism exists in Iran. 
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To understand digital capitalism's function, we need to consider the global division 
of labour. Fuchs (2003) and Ritzer & Atalay (2010) have highlighted the periodic chan-
ges in the labour force, and Grossman (1980) and Mies (1986) discusses outsourcing 
and the division of international and global labour. 

We theoretically divide digital labour on Instagram into four realms: celebrities, in-
fluencers, shoutouts, and ordinary users. This stratification maps the complex multidi-
mensional free-market mechanism on Instagram. We demonstrate that ordinary users 
contribute to three strands. In the first strand, ordinary users create surplus value by 
generating content on Instagram. Second, users' attention is commodified and is sold 
to brands (the owners of goods and services) by celebrities, influencers, and 
shoutouts. Ultimately, some of these users become consumers and complement this 
market by buying goods and services. 

In the first section, the topics related to digital labour and its role in the production 
of surplus value and the commodification of attention are discussed. In this article, we 
use the Netnography method and also a self-administered questionnaire to document 
the users’ opinions and viewpoints. These methods help us to understand the produc-
tion of surplus valueand the exploitation of digital labour on Instagram. In the fifth part, 
using Netnography and a questionnaire, we analyse different forms of labour on Insta-
gram (celebrities, influencers, shoutouts, and ordinary users). We investigate the in-
teraction between media corporations, owners of goods and services or brands, and 
popular users in order to analyse the users’ digital labour. The analysis of the structure 
of Instagram leads to understanding how ordinary users are used as unpaid labourers 
and exploited in this process. 

2. Digital Labour, Capitalism, and Surplus Value 

To understand digital labour, we need to find out what labour and work are. Labour is 
a practice of working on the land and can be extended to other kinds of manual work. 
Adam Smith said that labour “is the real measure of the exchangeable value of all 
commodities” (A. Smith 1977, 31). Williams (1983, 176-177) introduced labour first as 
an element of production in tandem with capital and other materials, and second as 
social class produced commodities for exchange. Marx referred to labour as the pur-
poseful activity of creating use-value to satisfy particular needs (Marx 1861–1863) or 
the activity of a man to regenerate himself (Hughes 2014). He introduced work as a 
productive activity by human bodies to produce their means of subsistence (Marx 
1845, 47). Work is a qualitative determination of labour thatcreates use-values. Labour 
is an alienated form of work and a historical form of work organisation in which labour-
ers do not have control over her/his means and the results of production (Fuchs 
2014a). Marx called capital dead labour, which lives by exploiting living labour (Marx 
1976, 342). 

Marx distinguishes between labour that generates use-value and the one that cre-
ates value. Exchange-value is the form of the appearance of value (Cleaver 2000, 
111). Marx argues that labour produces surplus value for the capitalist and its opposite 
(capital) to become productive. The labour time required to produce commodities is 
their value (Marx 1973, 137). 

Lazzarato (1996, 133) analysed the cognitive characteristics of labour in post-For-
dist society. He identified the concept of immaterial labour as a synthesis of the 
emerging forms of labour that transform the traditional meaning of work in industrial 
capitalism. Immaterial labour is the labour that produces the information content of a 
commodity. This information is involved in the direct production process and becomes 
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objectified as fixed capital. It confronts living labour as an external force and deepens 
the division between manual and intellectual labour. 

Hardt and Negri (2004, 108) contend that in post-Fordist capitalism, the transition 
from industrial labour to immaterial labour led to a crisis of measurability as it is not 
possible to have a universal measure of value based on labour time. He emphasizes 
the importance of reconstructing the labour theory of value and argues that Marx’s 
Grundrisse is an important approach for renewing the labour theory of value. In the 
“Fragment on Machines“ (a section of the Grundrisse), Marx predicted advanced capi-
talism’s development, describing the moment in which the law of value would be extin-
guished and labour would no longer be subsumed under the capitalist command (Negri 
1988, 97). Negri stresses the importance of Marx‘s notion of the general intellect 
(employees), the productive powers of knowlede work that involve social cooperation, 
scientific knowledge, and technological development (Marx 1973, 706). 

Since information work is not separate from matter and nature, the term "immaterial" 
may be misleading. The activity of the human brain, like other parts of the body, is ran 
aspect of social production, so there is a danger that the notion of immateriality postu-
lates two substances in the world and can lead us to the abyss of spiritualism and 
religion (Fuchs 2014a, 252). So, we will not use the concept of immaterial labour here 
because of its ontological limitation. Digital labour has the characteristics of classical 
labour. Language and words also have the property of work. Words are the products 
of humans. Thinking and speaking are the physical dimensions of work, and human 
relations are the social dimension (Hund and Kirchhoff-Hund 1980). According to 
Christian Fuchs, who builds on the approach of the philosopher of information Wolf-
gang Hofkirchner, information is a threefold process of cognition, communication, and 
cooperation. Fuchs argues that all three are work processes. According to Fuchs 
(2014a, 2015), cognition is the human brain's work; communication is the work of hu-
man groups, and cooperation is the collaborative work of these groups (Fuchs 2014a). 

In Fuchs’ approach, these three dimensions are dialectically connected and inter-
connected in a chain of causation. Ideas are the products of cognition, and communi-
cation uses this production as its object of work. Meanings are the products of com-
munication, and cooperation uses this product as its object of work. Finally, coopera-
tive work co-creates information products. Based on such assumptions, one can argue 
that information is a work process (Fuchs 2014a). 

Information is a means of production. In the last decades of the 20th century and 
the first decade of the 21st century, informational organisations have grown in size, 
and now the big five digital information companies (Amazon, Apple, Alphabet/Google, 
Microsoft, Tencent, see the Forbes 2000 List of World’s Largest Transnational Corpo-
rations for the year 20221). Apple and Alphabet control a large amount of capital. On 
Facebook and Instagram, ordinary users publish their personal information, which is a 
form of cognitive work. They objectify their subjective knowledge. They also write com-
ments, like each other, and send messages to each other, which is the communication 
process. They externalise their knowledge when exchanging of messages with others.  
The mutual symbolic interaction that involves the objectification of subjective 
knowledge is communicative work. People on Instagram and Facebook communicate 
with other users.  

Digital work is work that produces digital products on advertising-funded social me-
dia platforms. Internet users are unpaid workers who are alienated from their products 

                                                
1 https://www.forbes.com/lists/global2000, accessed on August 26, 2022. 
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and work (Fuchs 2014a). Commercial advertising-based Internet platforms like Insta-
gram and Facebook collect, monitor, assess and classify information and data created 
by users. They create targeted online ads and data commodities that they sell to other 
companies that buy ads. 

According to Fuchs (2014a), by creating social relations, users generate use-values 
(for themselves and others) and produce use-values for capital. Digital labour produces 
a digital commodity, a product that is digital in character.  

Surplus value is unpaid labour time. The rate of surplus value is calculated by divi-
ding the surplus labour time by the necessary labour time. Marx argued that during the 
necessary labour time, the workers producs the value of their labour-power, which is 
the time equivalent to the production of their means of subsistence; during surplus 
labour time, they continue to produce value but not for themselves, but for capital (Marx 
1976, 324-327). 

To shorten necessary labour time and increase surplus value, capital must turn 
more surplus value into fixed capital. The historical result has been the increase of 
productivity together with the reduction of the average socially necessary labour time 
(Marx 1973, 706), the average time that is necessary for producing certain commodi-
ties. Through this process, the rate of exploitation or surplus value (the proportion of 
unpaid labour time to paid labour time) increases (Marx 1976, 327). Through rising 
productivity, workers produce more commodities and value in less time than before. 

In the digital age, this process of valorisation diffuses to all communities and blurs 
the classical division of the workering day between working time and non-working time. 
In contemporary capitalism, parts of what was traditionally non-working time has been 
transformed into productive but unpaid labour time (Bueno 2017, 157). 

Herbert Marcuse (1955) argues that in the Fordist mode of capitalist production, 
working time was a time of suffering and the repression of pleasure. In post-Fordism 
capitalism, joy and labour partially converge, and playtime became productive (Fuchs 
2014a). The boundaries between working time and leisure time, labour and play, have 
become fuzzy and lots of human time tends to be exploited for the sake of the accu-
mulation of capital (Fuchs 2014a).  

On commerical social media platforms, users conduct “playbour” (play + labour), 
capital exploits productive unpaid labour that has produced surplus value, while at the 
same time the workers enjoy their labour. Users who spend lots of time on commercial 
social media, generate more information and value and also receive more ads (Fuchs 
2014a, 2015). The overall time spent online on corporate social media such as Face-
book, YouTube, Twitter and Instagram is surplus labour-time. Users work entirely free 
of charge and cannot make money to buy their means of subsistence. Thus, the rate 
of surplus value of Internet users is extremly high (Fuchs 2017b). The distinction 
between labour and leisure time is blured on commerical social media. As Dallas 
Smythe (1977) and Jhally & Livant (1986) argued, advertising-funded media corpora-
tions sell audience attention as a commodity to advertisers and generate surplus value. 

3. The Commodification of Attention 
According to Smythe (1977), on capitalist advertising-funded media, audience time is 
sold to advertisers. Media companies, in their advertising models, sell audiences as a 
commodity to advertisers.  

Smythe (1977, 22-51) introduced the notion of the audience commodity. He used 
Marx’s terminology to analyse the material aspect of communication (audience labour) 
and focused on analysis of the creation of surplus value in the context of commercial, 
advertising-funded mass media. 
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This framework is also employed by Jhally & Livant (1986). However, they shifted 
the focus of analysis from the audience commodity to audience attention. They stated 
that by increasing the total time consumed by watching TV, listening to the radio, or 
reading the newspaper, which is sold as a commodity, the advertising profit of media 
corporations will increase. 

Internet users produce content (user-generated content) and are involved in crea-
tive activities, communication, and community building (Fuchs 2010). By “liking”, sear-
ching for a hashtag, publishing photos and videos, and releasing data about interests 
and their socio-demographic status on social media platforms, users create data that 
enables the sale of targeted ads.  

Jhally and Livant (1986) distinguish between necessary watching-time and surplus 
watching-time. They argue that surplus watching-time is the origin of surplus value. It 
is revealed in the difference between absolute surplus value and relative surplus value. 
Internet companies use both absolute and relative surplus value production (Fuchs 
2014a, 2015). Social media analytics services measure the audience’s attention time. 
They can calculate and measure the audience’s attention and engagements on social 
media platforms (Hearn and Schoenhoff 2015). 

The next section introduces the methodology of a case study we conducted that 
was based on the theoretical foundations we just outlined.  

4. Methodology 

In this case study, we use two distinct methods to analyse digital labour on Instagram: 
Netnography and a self-administered questionnaire. Netnography was first introduced 
by Kozinets and initially used in online market research (Kozinets 2015, 64). It is a 
method that is helpful for exploring cultural relations in social networks, understanding 
the attitudes, thoughts, and actions in this sphere (Toledano 2017), and discovering 
the cultural and cogitative implications of these behaviors (Borgatti et al. 2009).  

Netnography is “essentially based on the observation of textual discourse” (Kozinets 
2015, 64) and is a qualitative method that is used to explore online interactions 
between Internet users (De Lassus and Anido Freire 2014). When conducting a  Net-
nography, we pose research questions, evaluate the appropriate online population, 
collect data, make a direct copy of people’s online communications in a group, and 
analyse, interpret, and classify the meaning of these communications. 

To accompany this method, we also used a self-administered questionnaire. The 
self-administered questionnaire was formerly known as a fallback method, but with the 
advent of the Internet it became a viable alternative for collecting information. The main 
feature of the self-administered questionnaire is that it can be used with different de-
mographic, economic, and educational groups (De Leeuw 2008). 

We designed a series of questions in the form of a questionnaire. We asked Persian 
Instagram users to fill out the questionnaire. Our survey questions were derived from 
our theoretical foundations. They focused on the topics of the free labour of users on 
Instagram, the combination of labour and play, social relations on Instagram, etc.  

The invitation to participate was posted posted on several popular Persian Insta-
gram pages.679 Instagram users answered these questions. 

We have tried to determine the volume of users' free labour on Instagram by asking 
questions about the amount of time they spend on Instagram for specific activites, the 
content they create, the use of hashtags and tags of well-known accounts, the sharing 
of links to the accounts and postings of celebrities, shoutouts, and influencers' posts. 
We also asked questions about the users' interests and why they use Instagram in 
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order to analyse the relationship of play and labour and the ideological nature of Insta-
gram. We also asked demographic questions (including job, income, place of resi-
dence, level of education, and gender).  

Our online questionnaire was visited 1107 times.679 people answered it. The re-
sponse rate of the questionnaire was 78%. The average response time was seven 7 
minutes. 91% of the questionnaires were filled using a mobile phone, 7% using a com-
puter or laptop, and 2% using a tablet. 600 respondents answered all questions. The 
analysis focused on these 600 users. 

4.1. Data 

We observed the Persian Instagram as a case for obtaining general information. We 
selected several pages as a research sample using targeted sampling which is helpful 
either when identifying a specific population is impossible and expensive, or when the 
researcher wants to choose a precise sample and compare it to another (Blaikie and 
Priest 2019). 

We observed the pages of Iranian celebrities (including actors and singers), in-
fluencers and shoutouts as part of the digital labour on Instagram. A shoutout is an 
instrument, a factor, and a virtual currency to build popularity (Drenten et al. 2020). 
Shoutouts are intended to show approval and give other users exposure, and can sub-
stantially increase a user‘s followers (Jang, Han, and Lee 2015). Shoutouts are refe-
rences in postings to popular social media users, which is often done a spart of social 
media marketing. Brands connect to popular users and seek to thereby incerase their 
own social media popularity. Ten pages were chosen based on selective sampling 
(Table 1). 
 

Users 

Engagem
ent 

Rate 

Average likes 
per post 

Average 
Com

m
ents 

per post 

N
um

ber of 
Follow

ers 

N
um

ber of 
Follow

ing 

Activity 

Influencers 

sadaf_beauty 15.34%  442K 25K 3M 344 Beauty and Cosme-
tics 

melinataj 11.21% 134K 32K 1.4M 167 Beauty and Cosme-
tics 

amir_food_review 2.98% 37K 1.1K 1.27M 111 Food 
mohamadaminkarimpor 14.96% 688K 37K 4.8M 208 Comedy 

sogandorg 6.01% 48K 1.3K 817K 22 Beauty and Fun 

U
sers w

ho m
ake In-

stagram
 shoutouts 

ghazaa_deser 0.66% 2K 43 312K 10 Food 

hame_chiz_baraye 0.14% 3.5K 85 2.38M 23 Beauty, Fashion and 
Health 

zibaee_salamatii 0.61% 5.7K 96 956K 79 Beauty and Health 
thelookoftehran 0.41% 0.9K 9 207K 3195 Beauty and fashion 

basaligheha 0.18% 4.2K 94 2.35M 28 Beauty, Food, and 
Health 

Table 1: Selected sample of influencers and shoutouts (instrack.app, 2020) 

The criteria for selecting users who make Instagram shoutouts were their number of 
followers, their specific content, and the type of their ads. We chose users make Ins-
tagram shoutouts with different numbers of followers because this is significant for de-
termining the difference between the activities of these pages. The selected users work 
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in a variety of fields including clothing, beauty, and cooking. We reviewed our sample 
and selected ten shoutout posts in a row and recorded their information (including the 
content of their posts, the number of likes and comments, and the response rate of the 
shoutouts’ administrators to the comments). We also looked at the pages of the brands 
that were advertised in shoutouts and noted their characteristics (type of activities and 
response rates). 

There is an evident relation between shoutouts and brands’ pages established 
through tagging and hashtags. By subtracting the number of non-advertising posts 
from the number of advertising posts that users who make shoutous created, we ob-
served and analysed the performance of the 48 brands that were advertised in 
shoutout postings. Given that many of these ads are repetitive across different pages, 
we observed and noted these posts for about one week (September 26 to October 2, 
2020). 

Influencers' pages were also selected by their activities (including fashion, beauty, 
humor, and cooking) and their number of followers. We chose Persian-speaking in-
fluencers with large numbers of followers. We observed other influencers' pages which 
have the same activity and considered their similarities. We also analysed #Hashtag 
and @Tagged on Instagram separately because a significant number of users' activi-
ties are conducted using these two keywords. 

The distinction between influencers and users who make shoutouts is that the se-
cond type of users repost different posts from different pages, including posts from 
influencers, micro-influencers, stores, and brands pages. For example, while a beauty 
influencer advertises a cosmetic brand by taking a video of herself doing makeup, 
users who make shoutouts repost videos and pictures of brands or influencers on their 
Instagram profile and refer to the celebrities, brands, etc. in question in the form of a 
tag, a clickable link to their Instagram username (@username).  Shoutout postings are 
intermediaries between consumers and brands. The pages of users who create such 
postings do not sell products and goods directly to users. Rather, they tag promoted 
accounts in their postings. Tagging the accounts of brands aims at increasing the num-
ber of their followers. Shoutout postings are promoting different products, goods or 
services, and even other pages. 

Finally, we created a self-administered questionnaire designed with questions for 
ordinary users. The questions were based on our theoretical framework. 600 Instagram 
users thoroughly responded. We analysed their answers. 

5. Digital Labour on Instagram 

5.1. Celebrities 

A number of celebrities (actors, singers, athletes, and comedians) are active on the 
Persian Instagram, and some of them have millions of followers, such as a comedian 
with 14.5 million followers and an actor with 12.5 million. Some of those in the top 50 
were not initially celebrities and became famous on Instagram. 

The content of most celebrity posts consists of the promotion of their artworks and 
the introduction of new brand products. In the captions of their posts, they mention 
their co-workers, and in some posts they share photographs of and tag their family and 
friends. They also publish selfies and do not refer to any political issues. 

Some celebrity posts and stories have a purely advertising function, through which 
celebrities, as advertisers, use their credibility and popularity to promote and sell com-
modities. The accounts tagged in these posts are direct references to brands. Some 
also tag their family and friends in advertising posts, which benefits them by linking 
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their followers to them, increasing their followers, and consequently increasing their 
likes and comments. 

5.2. Pages of Users who Make Shoutouts  

Most shoutout posts were advertisements; and most advertising posts were about 
beauty and fitness, including themes such as ads for slimming, lip and cheek gel injec-
tions, cosmetics, nail implants, dental laminates, laser treatments, tattoos, the removal 
of excess body fat, nose surgery, hair and eyebrow implants, eyelash extensions, or 
the promotion of brand clothes and jewelry. They also included foods and luxury goods, 
and advertise other users who make shoutouts and influencers who have fewer follo-
wers. 

In advertising posts, the number of responses the users who create shoutouts make 
to users’ comments is considerably low. They only mention the advertised brand name 
in their captions or tag it without using hashtags (brand pages use different hashtags 
to increase followers and ultimately sell more products). Shoutout postings often also 
mark the phone number and addresses of brands in their captions. 

Brand pages respond more frequenly to users’ questions than users who create 
shoutouts to brands, influencers and celebriteis because they need to communicate 
directly with users to sell their commodities and have to gain the trust of potential custo-
mers. In our observation, we saw many questions and answers about the price of a 
particular product in the comments, with brand pages usually replying “please direct 
your question to the admin”. Brands do not disclose the price of a product in their posts 
because they want to make users contact them directly, ask more questions and make 
more comments. 

Users who make shoutout postings usually respond to comments in their non-ad-
vertising posts. They sometimes publish entertaining videos or motivational photos to 
increase their followers’ trust, and in these posts usually use hashtags.  

5.3. Influencers 

Influencers are public figures and third-party venerators who shape an audience’s at-
titudes via blogs, tweets, posts, and stories (Freberg et al. 2011). They have some 
combination of desirable properties – personal properties like credibility and expertise, 
and network properties such as connectivity – that allow them to influence others 
(Gladwell 2000). Influencers are active in advertising in various fields including fashion, 
makeup, cooking, catering, tourism, and comics. 

Influencers, like shoutout postings, mediate between brands and users. Brands de-
cide which influencer is appropriate for advertising their products based on their in-
fluence, engagement rate, and their number of followers. Instagram is a strategic social 
media platform for influencer marketing on which companies promote their brands by 
employing influencers (Duffy 2017, 139). Influencers are microcelebrities who accu-
mulate followers on social media through sharing textual and visual narratives of their 
personal daily lives (Abidin 2016, 86). They use Instagram advertising tools such as 
tags and hashtags to promote a specific brand or product. While branding was initially 
limited to a small group of influencers, it spread to such an extent that ordinary unpaid 
users now engage in the same practices (Aires 2020). With the growth of investment 
in influencer marketing and the specialisation of influencers (Duffy 2017), image-ma-
nagement businesses developed to package and classify influencers with scoring me-
chanisms. 

Influencers sell their followers, or more precisely, their followers' attention, to 
brands. Influencers' followers are part of their marketing strategies (Aires 2020) and 
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they need to attract more followers to receive more ads and money from brands. In-
fluencers, directly or indirectly, try to encourage their followers to choose and buy par-
ticular products.  

Influencers who have more followers can increase their advertising prices, and gain 
followers by using friendly language to show intimacy and gain their followers’ trust. 
They also publish non-advertising posts and screenshots of their conversations with 
followers, celebrate the number of followers for every “K”, ask their followers to like 
their posts, leave comments on them, and encourage them to subscribe to their Y-
ouTube channels. Influencers also advertise in their stories, participate in competitions 
sponsored by brands, and invite their followers to participate. They rarely address po-
litical and social issues. 

5.4. Tags and Hashtags 

Instagram provides a tool called “Tag”, by which one user can mention another. Many 
pages tag brands or influencers in their posts. Some users tag other users to increase 
their followers. For example, a shoutout with fewer followers may tag  an influencer in 
its post, or a user may even repost influencer posts and tag influencer IDs.  

Significantly, ordinary users who have a small number of followers also tag the IDs 
of brands, celebrities, or influencers in their posts. They seek to introduce themselves 
to other users, increase the number of their followers. By spending time and money, 
these users conduct unpaid labour. It is arguable that by doing this, they invest into the 
possibility of becoming bloggers or influencers who earn a living by Internet labour. But 
not all users who engage in such activities have such an objective, and not all users 
who want to become famous Internet celebrities or well-known online personalities will 
not be able to achieve it.  

Another tool provided by Instagram is the hashtag (#), which creates a categorisa-
tion of different topics. In Instagram’s search engine, you can find all the posts that use 
one hashtag by inserting the hashtag (#) next to a word. Many posts with hashtags are 
advertisements. In the Instagram search bar, by typing #Chi_Toz (a food brand), we 
observed approximately 2,000 posts using this hashtag. A significant number of posts 
were published by ordinary users who used the hashtag character before different 
words and phrases in their captions. This is advertisement content which benefits 
brands and influencers. 

Ordinary users tag and hashtag popular pages such as brands, celebrities and in-
fluencers without payment. In this way, ordinary users are not only advertising these 
pages, but also the brands which are advertised by these pages. 

5.5.  Ordinary Users 

To create an account on Instagram, a user must first choose between opening a com-
mercial or a regular account. There are generally three kinds of Instagram accounts: 
personal, creator, and business. In creator and business accounts, users have features 
such as the possibility to share links in stories (if they have more than 10,000 followers) 
and access to detailed statistics about their followers' engagement which are not 
available to ordinary users. This initial difference forms the basis for our analysis of 
ordinary users on the Instagram platform. 

We created a questionnaire. Its content was divided into two major categories: 
questions about users' unpaid labour, and questions about users’ aims of participating 
on Instagram and the relationship between labour  and pleasure/play. Questions of 
unpaid labour focused on users’ participation on Instagram, the amount of time and 
money they spend on Instagram, the content they produce, their use of hashtags and 
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tags of popular users (influencers, celebrities, users who make  shoutouts, brands), 
their following of popular users, and how they copy or share popular users’ posts.  
 

Total number of participants 600 Ages Percentage 
Sex Percentage Under 18 1.34% 

Woman 61.81% From 18 to 28 46.64% 
Man 37.19% From 28 to 38 39.77% 
Both 1% From 38 to 48 8.56% 

Martial status Percentage From 48 to 58 2.18% 
Unmarried 62.48% Over 58 1.51% 

Married 35.34% Jobs Percentage 

Higest educational achievement Percentage Unemployed 14.24% 
Not graduated from highschool 2.35% Housewife 7.71% 

High school diploma 14.74% Student 27.97% 
Junior undergraduate 6.70% Self-employed 17.09% 

Undergraduate 34.34% Blue-collar workers 2.52% 
Graduate 30.65% White-collar workers 23.95% 

Ph.D.  10.39% Public or private manager 3.52% 
Post Ph.D. 0.84% Others 3% 

Table 2: Demographic features of the conducted survey’s respondents  
 
According to the results (table 3), among the 600 ordinary users who answered all the 
questions of the questionnaire, more than 30% of them do not know that they help 
popular users making profits by liking and commenting on such users' posts. About 
80% of ordinary users follow popular users and visit them daily. About 50% of ordinary 
users repost or share popular users' posts. About 40% of ordinary users like these 
posts or leave comments on them. More than 10% of ordinary users use hashtags of 
brands. 55% of the respondents said that they use Instagram pages for shopping. Our 
results show that in comparison to many other demographic groups, the groups of 
unemployed and self-employed respondents more than others make use of hashtags 
for promoting their pages, referencing brands and celebrities and popular users in their 
postings. This means that it seems to be especially unemployed and self-employed 
users who have the idea of earning a living, becoming rich and famous, etc. on the 
Internet.  This results shows that influencer capitalism is a manifestation of the neoli-
beral transformation of capitalism that has turned individuals into entrepreneurs of the 
self who often work as freelancers. 
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Category  

Q
uestions 

Unem
ployed 

N=86 

Housew
ife 

N=46 

Student 
N=168 

Self-em
ployed 

N=102 

Blue- collar 
w

orker 
N=15 

W
hite -collar 
w

orker 
N=144 

Public 
or private m

a-
nagerN=21 

O
thers  

N=18 

All respon-
dents 

Unpaid Digital labour 

Is your page public? 30.6 19.6 15.6 41.2 26.6 19.6 38.1 33.3  25 
Do you use hashtags to make 

your posts visible? 31.8 19.6 27.5 41.2 6 20.3 14.3 22.2 27.1 

Do you use hashtags of fa-
mous brands in your posts? 14.1 15.2 8.98 27.5 0 9.09 19.1 5.5 13.4 

Have you ever tagged popular 
pages in your posts? 22.4 23.9 18.6 26.5 13.3 13.3 9.52 11.1 18.8 

Have you ever posted a photo 
of a product you bought on y-

our page? 
27.1 10.9 9.58 26.5 0 14.7 23.8 16.7 17 

Have you ever used a specific 
commercial hashtag to get 

more followers? 
18.8 4.35 7.19 31.4 0 5.59 9.52 5.5 12 

Do you follow popular pages? 61.2 50 46.1 49 26.7 46.2 38.1 38.9 48.2 
Do you view popular pages if 
you are not a follower of po-

pular pages? 
18.8 39.1 32.9 29.4 46.7 28 23.8 27.8 27 

Do you like and comment on 
popular users’ posts?  58.8 56.5 44.3 57.8 20 43.4 47.6 22.2 47 

Have you ever sent popular 
users’ posts to or shared their 

profiles with others? 
60 47.8 58.7 52.9 20 50.4 38.1 44.4 53 

Table 3: Unpaid labour on Instagram by job divisions (percentage share of respon-
dents), number of respondents: 600 

 
Our statistics show the high level of users’ participation on Instagram, with 75% spen-
ding between 30 minutes to 4 hours of their daily time on the platform (table 4). By 
generating content, they produce commodities that do not belong to them and which 
Instagram sells to brands. Ordinary users also advertise brands' and celebrities' pages 
by hash-tagging, copying, tagging, and sharing. They not only advertise these popular 
pages but also the advertising content of these pages because the content of many 
popular posts is advertising. Users' attention is also commodified and is sold to brands 
by popular pages. Ordinary users in this cycle are constantly exposed to advertise-
ments. Each of them is a potential customer of commodities that are advertised on 
Instagram. 
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Table 4: Average time spent on Instagram by users per day (in percentage), number 
of respondents: 600 

 
In the second part of the questionnaire, users were asked about their purpose for cre-
ating an Instagram page and were asked to tick up to three answers (see table 5). Two 
options, namely "for entertainment and leisure" (more than 60%) and "to communicate 
with others and accompany the community" (about 60%), were chosen significantly 
more than the other options. About 30% answered that they joined Instagram to be 
informed about brands and to purchase goods and services. These scores suggest 
that many users simultaneously work on Instagram as users who conduct unpaid digi-
tal labour and enjoy the entertainment, shopping and brands on Instagram. 31 percent 
of the respondents use Instagram as a news platform, so it has not simply a commer-
cial but also a public purpose for them. Since Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and Tele-
gram are filtered in Iran, it is understandable that many users who do not have access 
to these social networks turn to Instagram to get informed about political and social 
issues and news. 
 

Percentage Why have you joined Instagram? 
63.17 For entertainment and leisure 
28.33 To get to know brands and shopping 
59.50 To communicate with others and participate in communities 
31.00 To get informed about political and social issues and news 
12.00 To make money 
4.00 To become famous 
7.00 Others 

Table 5: The purpose of users joining Instagram 
number of respondents: 600 

 
The questionnaire also involved a series of statements about users’ interests and as-
sessments of Instagram. The statements were presented using a Likert scale (with 
answers on a scale between 1 for strongly disagree and 5 for strongly agree, see table 
6). The results show that more than 72% of users consider Instagram to be precious 
and practical (rating their overall satisfaction with it at three or above), more than 70% 
of users like Instagram, and more than 68% of users become upset if it is filtered by 
the authorities of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Users enjoy spending time on Instagram 
and to participate on this social media platform. 
 

 

Percentage 
Average time spent on 

Instagram per day 

 

3.18 Less than 10 minutes 

13.90 10 to 30 minutes 

22.78 30 to 60 minutes 

32.33 1 to 2 hours 

20.94 2 to 4 hours 

6.87 More than 4 hours 

0%
5%

10%
15%
20%
25%
30%

Less
than 10
minutes

10 to 30
minutes

30 to 60
minutes

1 to 2
hours

2 to 4
hours

More
than 4
hours
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Table 6: Users’ interests and assessment of Instagram  
(Answers in a spectrum between 1 [strongly disagree] and 5 [strongly agree]), 

number of respondents: 600 
 

Based on Fuchs (2017b), we can say that Instagram users are socially coerced to use 
Instagram: they use Instagram because so many others do the same. They seek socia-
lity and communication and want to avoid social exclusion and isolation. Instagram 
presents itself as a form of participatory culture. In advertising itself, it says that gives 
“people the power to build community“, brings “the world closer together“, allows users 
to express themselves “in new ways“, helps them to “connect with more people“, “build 
influence“ and „share and grow“ users‘ “brand with our diverse, global community“2. 
The consequence is the commodification of the self and of sociality on social media 
(Fuchs 2021, 2014a).  

Our results show that low-income groups spend less time and produce less content 
on Instagram, with most workers spending 30 minutes to 2 hours per day on the plat-
form. As a result, the lower class has less influence on other users on Instagram. 

6. Conclusion 

In this paper, the online activities of four groups of Instagram workers were analysed: 
celebrities, influencers, users who make shoutouts, and ordinary users. The first three 
perform similar advertising functions and act as intermediaries between users and 
brands. The assets of these groups are their followers and audiences, including their 
attention. On social media platforms, the attention of users, followers, and audiences 
is transformed into commodities that can be sold to brands. Instagram users, followers, 
or audiences also become actual customers and realise the brands' profit by visiting 
brands' pages and buying their goods and services. 

“Influencer marketing” uses social media platforms, particularly Instagram, to adver-
tise and sell goods and services. A remarkable share of advertisements on Instagram 
is circulated by celebrities, influencers, and users who make shoutouts. Popular pages 
link ordinary users to brands' pages, which are advertised by them through tags (@) 
and hashtags (#). 

While these first three groups earn money depending upon their number of followers 
and extent of influence, the fourth group (ordinary users) do not receive any payment 
and thus works on Instagram completely for free. 

Ordinary users work for free and are exploited. As Fuchs (2014a) points out, these 
users do not own the money that they produce for others. Our analysis shows that 
                                                
2 https://about.instagram.com, accessed on August 27, 2022. 

 Average Statements 

2.8 Instagram is part of my daily activity 

2.5 I feel good about telling others that I am an Instagram member 

2.4 If I leave Instagram, no one will know about me 

2.3 I consider myself a member of the Iranian Instagram community 

3.5 I will be upset if Instagram is filtered 

3.4 I think that Instagram is a precious and practical application 

3.3 I like Instagram 
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ordinary users work on Instagram and that a substantial portion of them copies, shares 
or comments on the pages or posts of influencers, users who make shoutouts, and 
brands. They also tag these pages and use their hashtags. In this way, users are pro-
moting these pages which is a new form of advertisement and a completely unpaid 
activities. 

Our results show that Instagram use is a combination of work and play/pleasure, 
which empirically validates. Fuchs’ (2014a) argument that the use-value of social me-
dia use has to do with entertainment, sociality and the communication with others, 
while there is also an exchange-value that turns this sociality into a commodity. 
Furthermore, users are coerced routinely using these platforms in order not to be 
excluded from social relationships.
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