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Abstract 

The key topic of the present paper was Instagram marketing for business promotion. 
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values. The platform has become not only a popular social network, but also a power-
ful tool for business promotion. It provides great opportunities for brands to market 
their products and services, grow communities and build relationships with custom-
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The major objective was to explore the way Instagram marketing was implemented by 
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cations were used as a source of secondary data. Semi-structured interviews were cho-
sen as the method to collect the primary data. The author conducted ten interviews 
with the representatives of SMEs based in Karelia that used Instagram for business 
promotion.  

The study revealed fundamental differences in approaches to and attitude towards In-
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managed their Instagram accounts strategically and professionally and, as a result, 
achieved higher results. In conclusion, the author offered recommendations to the 
managers and owners of micro enterprises. 

 
Keywords/tags (subjects)  

Social media marketing; Instagram marketing; business promotion; micro, small and 
medium-sized enterprises.  
 
 
Miscellaneous (Confidential information) 
 

 

https://janet.finna.fi/Search/Results?lookfor=asiasanastot&prefiltered=format_Database&SearchForm_submit=Find&retainFilters=0&filter%5b%5d=format%3A%220%2FDatabase%2F%22&lng=en-gb
https://intra.jamk.fi/opiskelijat/student/thesis/Pages/publicity.aspx


1 
 

Contents 

1 Introduction ................................................................................................................. 4 

1.1 Background .................................................................................................................. 4 

1.2 Research Problem & Research Questions ........................................................ 4 

1.3 Structure of the Thesis ............................................................................................. 5 

2 Theory and Knowledge Base .................................................................................. 7 

2.1 Marketing ...................................................................................................................... 7 

2.2 Social Media Marketing ........................................................................................... 9 

2.2.1 Social Media and SMM ........................................................................................ 9 

2.2.2 Advantages and Disadvantages of SMM for Business .......................... 10 

2.2.3 Social Media Marketing Strategy.................................................................. 11 

2.2.4 Social Media Channels ...................................................................................... 15 

2.3 Instagram Marketing for Business Promotion ............................................. 15 

2.3.1 Instagram Overview .......................................................................................... 15 

2.3.2 Purposes of Using Instagram ......................................................................... 19 

2.3.3 Features, Tools and Opportunities for Business .................................... 22 

2.3.4 Content Plan ......................................................................................................... 29 

2.3.5 Evaluation of Performance ............................................................................. 30 

2.3.6 Challenges ............................................................................................................. 31 

2.3.7 Trends and Conclusions .................................................................................. 34 

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

3.1 Research Approach ................................................................................................. 36 

3.2 Data Collection Method ......................................................................................... 39 

3.3 Data Analysis Method ............................................................................................ 46 

3.4 Ethics ............................................................................................................................ 47 

4 Research Findings ................................................................................................... 48 

4.1 Purposes of Using Instagram .............................................................................. 48 

4.2 Approach to Instagram Marketing and Business Promotion ................. 50 

4.3 Attitude towards Instagram ................................................................................ 55 

4.4 Summary of Research Findings .......................................................................... 58 



2 
 

 

5 Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 60 

6 Discussion .................................................................................................................. 64 

6.1 Managerial Implications ....................................................................................... 64 

6.2 Limitations and Ideas for Future Research ................................................... 65 

6.3 Assessment of the Research Quality................................................................. 66 

References .......................................................................................................................... 68 

Appendices ......................................................................................................................... 75 

Appendix 1. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 1 .............................. 75 

Appendix 2. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 2 .............................. 76 

Appendix 3. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 3 .............................. 77 

Appendix 4. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 4 .............................. 78 

Appendix 5. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 5 .............................. 79 

Appendix 6. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 6 .............................. 80 

Appendix 7. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 7 .............................. 81 

Appendix 8. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 8 .............................. 82 

Appendix 9. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 9 .............................. 83 

Appendix 10. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 10 ........................ 84 

Appendix 11. Interview guide ..................................................................................... 85 

 

 

Figures 

 

Figure 1. The marketing process (Kotler et al. 2017, 6) ................................................... 7 

Figure 2. Increase in monthly active users over the past two years: 2017 vs. 2015 

(Chaffey 2018) ................................................................................................................................. 16 

Figure 3. Number of monthly active Instagram users from January 2013 to June 

2018, in millions (Statista 2018) .............................................................................................. 17 

Figure 4. Number of daily active Instagram users from October 2016 to 

September 2017, in millions (Statista 2017) ...................................................................... 17 

Figure 5. Distribution of Instagram users worldwide as of January 2018, by age 

group (Statista 2018).................................................................................................................... 18 

Figure 6. Distribution of Instagram users worldwide as of October 2018, by 

gender (Statista 2018) ................................................................................................................. 18 



3 
 

 

Figure 7. Primary social media platform used by social influencers worldwide for 

brands collaborations (eMarketer 2018) ............................................................................. 28 

 

Tables 

 

Table 1. The overview of the participants ............................................................................ 44 

Table 2. Research findings .......................................................................................................... 59 

  

file:///C:/Users/Анна/Desktop/JAMK%20ASSIGNMENTS/1111%20THESIS/Pavlova%20Anna.docx%23_Toc530780488
file:///C:/Users/Анна/Desktop/JAMK%20ASSIGNMENTS/1111%20THESIS/Pavlova%20Anna.docx%23_Toc530780488


4 
 

 

1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

The phenomenon of digitalization has changed our world dramatically. The era of 

the Internet, digital media and technologies has shifted the way people think, 

communicate, access information and as well as the way people choose products 

and services and make purchases. At the same time, companies started applying 

new business models and online communication approaches to market their of-

fers, reach customers, identify their needs and preferences and offer quality cus-

tomer service. (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick 2012, 5-6.)  

The digital revolution has affected marketing significantly. Nowadays, traditional 

media channels are replaced by digital ones that offer more effective methods to 

reach consumers. One of them is social media marketing – a revolutionary phe-

nomenon that implies a collaborative process in which both customers and 

brands actively participate and maintain dialogue. By means of social media, 

companies can communicate with their clients on a more personal level, form re-

lationships, build trust and loyalty, focus on emotional connection. Social media 

is bridging the gap between customers and businesses and has a lot of benefits 

for both sides. (ibid.) 

Nowadays, Instagram is one of the leading social networks with impressive 

growth rates. Therefore, it has become very attractive for commercial purposes 

and today can be rightfully considered as a powerful tool for business promotion. 

The author got interested in this topic and decided to study it more in detail. 

1.2 Research Problem & Research Questions  

The present paper is primarily focused on Instagram marketing for business pro-

motion. The author’s motivation to study this subject was a well-known fact that 

Instagram has become an incredibly popular application and, subsequently, an 

attractive platform for companies of different sizes. Moreover, Instagram offers 

great opportunities to promote businesses, market products and services, grow 

communities and build relationships with customers. It is a place where people 
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really enjoy following brands and maintaining conversations with them. There-

fore, it piqued the author’s interest to figure out how Instagram is viewed and 

leveraged by micro, small and medium-sized enterprises or SMEs based in the 

Republic of Karelia – the region where the author is from.  

The principal intention of this study was to figure out in which way Karelian or-

ganizations utilize the platform and what their attitude towards Instagram mar-

keting in general is. In order to fully examine the research problem, the author 

decided to conduct interviews with representatives of Karelian enterprises who 

use Instagram marketing for business promotion. The sample was very diverse 

and included organizations of different sizes and types of business. The author 

assumed that some differences in attitudes and opinions could be revealed based 

on these factors. The following research questions were designed:  

1) Which purposes do the SMEs based in the Republic of Karelia that participated in 

the study utilize Instagram for? 

2) What approach to Instagram marketing and business promotion on Instagram do 

the participants have? 

3) How is Instagram generally viewed by the Karelian organizations that partici-

pated in the research?  

The questions were developed with hopes that the answers to them could bring 

some valuable insights into the use and benefits of Instagram marketing for organiza-

tions. Given the fact, that there was no previous research conducted on the same 

topic from the same perspective, at least not publicly accessible, it made it even a 

more interesting, relevant and contemporary subject to study. 

1.3  Structure of the Thesis 

The following thesis consists of six chapters. The first one introduces the readers 

to the background of this study and outlines such general issues as the key topic, 

the research problem along with the research questions, followed by the struc-

ture of this research. The second chapter covers theoretical aspects related to the 

topics of Social Media Marketing and Instagram Marketing and forms a solid the-

oretical framework for the practical implementation of the project. The third 

chapter describes the research process and explains the research approach, the 

research methods that were used, how the data was gathered and then analyzed. 
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The research findings based on the interviews are presented in the fourth chap-

ter. The fifth chapter contains the conclusions and outcomes of the research. 

Eventually, the managerial implications, limitations of the study and ideas for fu-

ture research can be found in the last chapter.  
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2 Theory and Knowledge Base  

At the beginning of this chapter, the concepts of marketing and digital marketing 

are briefly presented. Hereinafter, the phenomenon of social media marketing is 

covered more in detail. The author discusses its benefits over traditional market-

ing methods, challenges connected to its implementation, followed by the con-

cept of social media marketing strategy and popular social media channels that 

exist today. 

The main part of this chapter is dedicated to Instagram marketing for business 

promotion. The researcher examines the purposes of using Instagram and how 

its tools and features can be leveraged to achieve various business objectives. 

Furthermore, the readers are familiarized with the role of content plan and eval-

uation of the performance. In conclusion, challenges connected to using Insta-

gram and future trends are discussed.  

2.1 Marketing 

To start with the very basics, Kotler, Armstrong, Harris, and Piercy (2017) ex-

plain marketing as “engaging customers and managing profitable customer rela-

tionships” and as “the process by which companies create value for customers 

and build strong customer relationships in order to capture value from custom-

ers in return”. Marketing’s mission is to attract new customers and keep the old 

ones by satisfying their needs and wants and providing superior value. (4-5.)  

The figure below illustrates the five steps of the marketing process and how it 

works: 

 

Figure 1. The marketing process (Kotler et al. 2017, 6) 
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The first four stages are aimed at creating value for customers and establishing 

relationships with them, while the last phase is when the efforts pay off and com-

panies, vice-versa, capture value from consumers in return. This framework is 

applicable to both traditional and digital marketing. (ibid., 5.)  

A marketing strategy defines company’s target customers and a plan for deliver-

ing value proposition to them. In order to transform the plan into action, compa-

nies utilize a set of marketing tools called “marketing mix”. The marketing mix in-

cludes four key elements also known as the 4Ps: Product, Price, Place and Promo-

tion. First of all, firms develop an offer – a product or service that satisfies con-

sumers’ needs and adds value to them. Then, the offering’s cost needs to be de-

termined as well as the way of making a product available to customers – place, 

that might be both a physical location and a web page. Finally, companies should 

think about promotion – the element on which this paper is primarily focused. 

Promotion involves advertising, distributing relevant information regarding the 

offering, engaging customers and communicating with them. (ibid. 13.)  

Marketing can be implemented through different channels. Previously, the only 

way that brands were using to reach their target audience was traditional media 

such as TV, radio, direct mails, billboards and flyers, newspapers and magazines. 

However, digital revolution provoked the emergence of new approaches. Now, 

digital channels provide companies with the opportunity to maintain direct, per-

sonal and interactive communication with their clients.  (Chaffey & Ellis-Chad-

wick 2012, 5-6.)  

Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick (2012) define digital marketing as: “Achieving mar-

keting objectives through applying digital technologies”. Practically, it means that 

companies should build a solid online presence for their business through vari-

ous activities such as creating a website, maintaining social media profiles, focus-

ing on online advertising, search engine optimization, e-mail marketing, etc. (10.) 

Digital media channels can be divided into six categories: search engine market-

ing, online public relations, online partnerships, display advertising, opt-in email 

marketing and social media marketing (ibid., 29). The last-mentioned e-commu-

nications tool is the one this research aims to study in further detail.  
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2.2 Social Media Marketing  

2.2.1 Social Media and SMM 

According to Weinberg (2009), social media is a rising phenomenon in today’s 

world and implies sharing of information, opinions, experiences on community-

oriented websites such as various social networks, photo- and video-sharing 

platforms, forums, blogs, user-generated sites, etc. (1). In a marketing context, so-

cial media implies a dialogue between customers and brands and a collaborative 

process in which both sides actively participate. It makes it fundamentally differ-

ent to traditional media which is usually a one-way conversation. (Evans 2012, 

33.) Social media provides with great opportunities for business promotion, it al-

lows to bridge the gap between individuals and companies and form trustful rela-

tionships. In fact, people tend to listen to opinions of those whom they know, 

trust and feel connected to. Now brands can become a part of customers’ real-life 

social network through communicating on a personal level, establishing commu-

nities and building emotional connections. Therefore, companies focus on trans-

parency, authenticity and uniqueness of their brands. Storytelling has become 

the key and most powerful form of communication, since it is a human-centered 

approach, the way brands can explain their authenticity, share their story, values 

and goals. (Mahoney & Tang 2017, 52-54.) 

Nowadays, consumers are in control of the situation like never before, as they are 

better informed, have access to numerous web resources, talk to each other and 

share experiences. With the advent of social media, it also became easier for com-

panies to learn about their customers’ needs and opinions, since people are con-

stantly discussing it online, marketers just need to listen. (Dodson 2016, 4.) In-

stead of trying to command and control social media it is better for marketers to 

join conversations and learn how to influence customers’ decisions by listening 

to them, making necessary improvements and providing people with something 

they would discuss in a positive way (Evans 2012, 36).  

As far as the definition of social media marketing also known as SMM is con-

cerned, Ian Dodson (2016) describes it as “a form of Internet marketing utilizing 

social networking sites as marketing tools, thereby gaining traffic, brand expo-

sure, and interaction with customers through social media” (153). Basically, it 
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means to implement marketing by means of using online social media channels 

in order to promote a product, service or website, increase brand awareness, 

build relationships, win new customers and retain the old ones (Weinberg 2009).  

2.2.2 Advantages and Disadvantages of SMM for Business 

Social media marketing has certain benefits, comparing to traditional marketing. 

First of all, it is targeting, online advertising campaign can be set up very pre-

cisely, so the right audience will see it, while, for example, TV commercials are of-

ten broadcasted to people for whom it might be absolutely irrelevant. Secondly, 

as for measurability, with SMM it is easier to track certain metrics like reach and 

engagement rate, get accurate numbers and figure out who actually interacts 

with ad content. On the contrary, it is impossible to say exactly how successful a 

traditional campaign is, how many people see advertisements on TV, in newspa-

pers and on billboards and to understand who they are. It makes it more reason-

able to invest in social media ads. Furthermore, SMM is cost-effective, social me-

dia ads are cheap and affordable in comparison with traditional channels. 

(Maisto 2016.) Agility might be considered as another benefit of using social me-

dia, since Internet allows to spread a message instantly. Also, social media cam-

paigns can be quickly adapted to recent trends and developments, whilst classic 

campaigns are not that responsive to changes, as they are scheduled and pre-pro-

duced (Mayo n.d.) Additionally, as it was already mentioned in the previous sec-

tion, social media is a two-way conversation, where customers and followers ac-

tively participate providing their feedback, opinions, suggestions, so companies 

can improve their performance and increase customer satisfaction. The oppor-

tunity to have an open dialogue can result in strong and trustful relationships be-

tween consumers and brands, which is just impossible to build through tradi-

tional media.  (Weinberg 2009, 7.)  

From the other hand, SMM also has some challenges and disadvantages. Mangles 

(2017) refers to the research conducted by Smart Insights together with Clutch, 

in which 344 social media managers participated. They were asked about the 

problems businesses face while using social media. The most common answers 

were – the lack of human/financial resources – 26%, the lack of strategy – 24% 

and building followers and influencers – 24%. Other mentioned points were 
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tracking the results, being aware of changing features and choosing a channel. 

(ibid.)  

The lack of a proper strategy and content plan may affect the results of a cam-

paign. Crafting an SMM strategy requires much time, effort and sufficient 

knowledge in the field (Rohm & Weiss 2014, 52-53). Social media implies being 

available 24/7, prompt responses and daily monitoring that might be challeng-

ing. What is more, brands can face such problems as negative feedbacks that are 

being spread quickly over the Internet, inappropriate behavior of followers, of-

fensive comments, bullying, information leakage and hacker attacks. (Pros and 

cons of using social media for business 2018.) One more point associated with 

possible difficulties of leveraging social media is that various social networks re-

quire different methods and approach, since their concepts and audiences are 

different, so brand messages must be tailored accordingly (Hausman 2012). It 

should be also mentioned that a common problem connected to using social net-

works for marketing is measurement of return on investment or ROI. SMM does 

not have a fixed cost and it also takes much time to see the results. (Weinberg 

2009, 7-8.)  

There is no doubt that social media marketing is currently evolving and has a 

number of advantages over classic media channels, it is highly effective in the era 

of digitalization. However, SMM is not completely replacing traditional marketing 

strategies. It depends largely on business goals and objectives, type of business, 

overall concept, etc. Being fundamentally different in nature, these two ap-

proaches offer different sets of tools and can complement each other to achieve 

better results. (Evans 2012, 33.) 

2.2.3 Social Media Marketing Strategy  

According to Smart Insights research (2018), in 2018, 34% of companies have a 

digital marketing strategy integrated into their existing marketing strategies, 

17% have it defined in a separate document and the remaining 49% are imple-

menting digital marketing without any strategic plan at all (Digital marketing 

strategy: How to structure a plan?). It could be assumed, that the situation with 

social media marketing strategy is similar, since it is a part of a digital marketing 

campaign.  
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Social media strategy is a strategic plan that summarizes what a company plans 

to do on social media and what it strives to achieve. Having a consistent and well-

planned strategy is very helpful, since it allows to work more efficiently, under-

stand the big picture, allocate resources thoughtfully, schedule content of better 

quality to be published, reduce stress level and, eventually, to achieve better re-

sults. SMM strategy is a part of an integrated marketing campaign and should be 

aligned with business objectives. It can be developed, for example, with the help 

of Design Framework Action Plan introduced by Effing (2013). The framework 

includes the following stages: Goals, Target Audience, Social Media Choice, Re-

sources, Policies, Activity Plan and Monitoring. (Mahoney & Tang 2017, 183.)  

Goals  

Weinberg (2009) emphasizes, that before the launch of a social media initiative it 

is crucial to identify and set S.M.A.R.T. goals, it means that they need to be spe-

cific, measurable, attainable, realistic and timely (32-33). Some of widespread ob-

jectives that can be achieved through SMM are represented below.   

1) Increased traffic. It is, obviously, important for companies to get more visits to 

their sites, since it can bring such results as increase in price for ads and aid to 

monetize the content. It can also help with implementation of other goals men-

tioned below. However, an SMM message that is supposed to drive traffic should 

be relevant and correspond with website’s content, otherwise, it can lead to high 

bounce rate – percentage of people who visit just the linked-to web page and do 

not view other pages thus leaving the site.   

2) Increased brand awareness. There is a connection between brand’s engagement 

rates and brand’s reputation. In order to boost brand awareness and engage-

ment organizations can use multiple social networks or collaborate with brand 

ambassadors/evangelists/advocates who have certain authority and speak posi-

tively about the brand in public.  

3) Improved search engine rankings. Online businesses strive to get higher place-

ment in the search engine results page or SERP and they implement search en-

gine optimization or SEO strategies for this purpose. Building links is one of 

them, for companies it means that other sites have backlinks to their sites. 

Search engines identifies websites with more backlinks as valuable and quality 

resources and make them more visible placing higher in the SERP. Consequently, 

it has a positive impact on company’s reputation.  
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4) Reputation management. Companies use social media to establish a good reputa-

tion and promote their brands, as well as to avert public conflicts and find reso-

lutions to negative customer experiences. Additionally, online presence on multi-

ple social media sites helps to improve search engine results, make company’s 

content more findable, spread awareness and build trust.   

5) Increased sales of a product or service. Nowadays, when individuals consider 

making a purchase, they read reviews, watch video tours, get acquainted with 

peers’ opinions on blogs and forums. It can result in increased sales, as well as 

points already mentioned above. 

6) Established thought leadership. Sharing educational content, ideas and tools can 

help to become a subject-matter expert and thought leader, which will have a 

positive impact on company’s name and business relationships. (ibid., 25-28.) 

Target Audience 

Another step is the conducting of accurate audience analysis to create a customer 

profile. Such demographics as age, gender, ethnicity, location, education and in-

come should be considered. Furthermore, a personality type and cognitive fac-

tors need to be taken into account such as target consumer’s attitudes, habits, 

wants, passions. (Mahoney & Tang 2017, 87-88.) Different audiences should be 

treated differently and not considered as a large mass (ibid., 207).   

Social Media Choice 

People use various social media depending on their preferences and purposes. It 

is important for marketers to know what social media their target customers ac-

cess and craft messages according to their motivations, needs, interests and 

moods, otherwise, a campaign can result in negative outcomes and decrease in 

sales. (ibid., 95.) Moreover, social media networks can be different in nature, 

have different culture and, therefore, require different approach. Also, it is neces-

sary to decide how a product/service can be better promoted: through textual, 

visual or video content, as various social media focus on different types of con-

tent. (ibid., 184-185.)                               

Resources 

Resources include finances, qualified and trained personnel, quality control. SMM 

is cost-efficient, however, companies also need to ensure that they have sufficient 

resources to deliver their product in case of a successful campaign. (185-186.) 
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Policies 

Policies involve special rules and guidelines for the use of social media by a com-

pany. For instance, some standards for messages on social media channels or pol-

icies regarding dealing with customer complaints on social media. Mahoney & 

Tang (2017) emphasize that policies are an element of company’s transparency 

and should be easily accessible by both customers and employees. (ibid. 186.)  

Activity Plan 

Basically, it means planning of company’s actions on social media within certain 

time frames. For this purpose, practitioners leverage social media calendars to 

organize their work, schedule posts by days, plan messages and content. Addi-

tionally, social media software and, particularly, social media dashboard helps to 

manage various channels using just one interface. Activity plans contain more 

long-term strategic goals as well, not just day-to-day actions. (ibid., 186-187.) 

Monitoring  

Social media marketing strategy implies monitoring of each of its stages, identify-

ing consumer behavior, measuring the efforts and evaluating of the results 

achieved. Since this is a dynamic and rapidly-changing process, it requires much 

attention and consistent improvements. Being flexible and innovative is essential, 

as social media world does not stand still. (ibid. 186.) 

To conclude, before a social media endeavor, it is important to understand 

whether a company can actually satisfy needs of their target audience by means 

of social media. If so, a strategy should be developed relying, for example, on De-

sign Framework Action Plan that was described above. Implementation of SMM 

strategy requires substantial time commitment, thorough analysis of target audi-

ence and possible social channels, financial and human resources, educated em-

ployees with the necessary skill-set, measurement of the effectiveness, adjust-

ments and improvements throughout the process. Having a proper SMM strategy 

that is integrated into company’s marketing campaign and corresponds to its 

business objectives is essential in order to succeed.  
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2.2.4 Social Media Channels  

Implementation of social media marketing requires choosing the appropriate 

channel mix. Social media channels are often categorized by function and pur-

pose, for example, Facebook and LinkedIn are social networks, WordPress and 

Blogger were made up for blogging, Twitter and Tumblr - for microblogging, In-

stagram and Pinterest are photo sharing applications, while YouTube and Vimeo 

– video sharing sites (Social Media Before, During, & After Emergencies n.d.).   

Foreman (2017) claims that there is no sense anymore to classify social media 

channels according to their functionality and feature sets, since platforms are 

constantly developing and being improved with new richer features, so borders 

between them get more blurred. Instead, he suggests focusing on desires people 

try to fulfill through social media. Different channels serve different customers’ 

needs and can be beneficial for business promotion in different ways. Such social 

media sites as Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Pinterest, Google+, YouTube, Snap-

chat and Instagram can rightfully be considered as the leading ones today. (ibid.) 

The last-mentioned platform and its role for business promotion will be exam-

ined in further detail in this paper.   

2.3 Instagram Marketing for Business Promotion 

2.3.1 Instagram Overview 

What is Instagram and what makes it such a popular and one of the fastest grow-

ing platforms in the world? The company was founded by Kevin Systrom and 

Mike Krieger in the US back in 2010. They made a huge contribution to Insta-

gram’s development, but in September 2018 both of them decided to resign from 

the company to work on some other projects. (Systrom 2018.) In the very begin-

ning, Instagram was a free media sharing website where people were following 

each other and posting mobile photos. The application was launched in October 

2010 for iOS and then in April 2012 for Android, by that moment it had already 

had 30 million of users. The same month Facebook acquired Instagram for 

around $1 billion in stock and cash. (Rusli 2012.) It was a lot for a start-up that 

was not even making money, however, it turned out to be one of the best deals 
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ever. Facebook’s actions can be explained by the desire to dominate on the mar-

ket and neutralize a successfully growing and more visually appealing competi-

tor. (Luckerson 2016.)  

Dave Chaffey (2018) refers to this figure in his global study of the current state of 

social media: 

 

Figure 2. Increase in monthly active users over the past two years: 2017 vs. 2015 

(Chaffey 2018) 

 

It illustrates the growth of social networks in the period from 2015 to 2017 and 

proves that Instagram is one of the most fast-growing platforms (ibid.). Initially, 

the graph was prepared by Statista, the leading statistics database.  

Now, there are more than 1 billion of registered accounts on the platform and 

more than 500 million of daily active users (Our Story n.d.). These two figures 

clearly demonstrate incredible rates of growth of the platform:  



17 
 

 

 

Figure 3. Number of monthly active Instagram users from January 2013 to June 

2018, in millions (Statista 2018) 

 

 

Figure 4. Number of daily active Instagram users from October 2016 to Septem-

ber 2017, in millions (Statista 2017) 

 

The author also suggests taking a look at such demographics as age and gender of 

users to better understand what audience is using Instagram:  
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Figure 5. Distribution of Instagram users worldwide as of January 2018, by age 

group (Statista 2018) 

 

 

Figure 6. Distribution of Instagram users worldwide as of October 2018, by gen-

der (Statista 2018) 
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It becomes clear from the statistics presented above that the main age category 

using Instagram is 18-34 years old people which makes up 61% of total amount 

of users and that the platform is almost equally used by both males and females.  

Instagram is highly competitive and has a massive user base, such characteristics 

as its functionality, simplicity, novelty and visual nature make it one of the most 

popular and attractive social media platforms (DeMers 2017). As it is stated on 

Instagram’s official website, “Instagram has become the home for visual storytell-

ing for everyone from celebrities, newsrooms and brands, to teens, musicians 

and anyone with a creative passion” (About Us n.d.). People started following not 

only their friends and celebrities there, but their favorite brands as well. 

As soon as Instagram became a successful social network, it also became very at-

tractive for commercial purposes and business promotion. Brands started creat-

ing accounts on the platform as well, seeing a variety of opportunities for their 

business there. Since May 2016, the interest in the application has increased, due 

to the launch of a special business profile. Switching accounts from personal to 

business ones provides brands with more features such as target advertising, a 

native analytics tool available right in the account and action buttons, all of these 

will be examined more in detail later on. (Perez 2016.) As a result, in November 

2017, it was announced that the amount of businesses operating through the ap-

plication reached 25 million, while in July the community had 15 million busi-

nesses. According to Instagram data, 80% of users follow at least one business on 

the platform and 200 million people visit business profiles every day. (Celebrat-

ing a Community of 25 Million Businesses 2017.) Thus, various reasons for and 

purposes of using Instagram as a marketing channel will be discussed below. 

2.3.2 Purposes of Using Instagram 

Instagram is modern, easy to use, visually appealing and multifunctional, it is a 

source of inspiration, information and entertainment. That is why the platform 

became so popular among both average users and brands. Instagram’s co-

founder Kevin Systrom has always been paying attention to simplicity of their ap-

plication (About Us n.d.). Instagram is easy and convenient to use, free of charge 

and, basically, anyone can create a business-oriented page there and start pro-

moting a brand, product or service creating eye-catching content (Marko 2016).  
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A shift to visual marketing has happened in the social media world, since people 

tend to remember better what they see than what they hear or read. Users often 

get tired of reading and prefer viewing photos and watching videos instead. In-

stagram’s success can be explained by its visual appeal and photo-centric nature. 

It is effective and impressive to deliver a brand message through pictures and 

videos and attract customers by providing high quality creative visual content. 

Marketers can get inspired by other accounts, check how their competitors lever-

age the platform and gain valuable information on Instagram. Furthermore, the 

application is constantly improving and evolving rolling out new features on a 

regular basis. This point may be also considered as a challenge for users, but, on 

the other hand, it makes Instagram highly functional and interesting to explore. 

(Top 10 Benefits of Instagram for Business 2018.) 

Some of the common companies have when they launch an SMM campaign have 

already been discussed, however, now the author suggests considering them in 

the context of Instagram. There is a variety of purposes companies leverage In-

stagram for depending on organization’s size, business field, concept, strategy, 

etc. Below the author presented some of them with explanations.  

1. To increase brand awareness. Companies use Instagram to tell about their brand 

and make it recognizable, to show their services and product range. According to 

Facebook, 60% of Instagram users discover new products in the app (Newberry 

2018).  

2. To build reputation and authority. Instagram account often represents brand’s 

image and reflects brand’s personality, thus, smart approach to profile manage-

ment and attentive attitude towards clients can bring significant results for the 

entire business. (ibid.) Additionally, posting of educational and informative con-

tent on Instagram can result in established thought leadership.  

3. To humanize a brand. Communication on a personal level is highly appreciated 

on social media, Instagram helps to bridge the gap between customers and 

brands. Nowadays, people enjoy seeing the human side of a business, what 

stands behind perfect pictures, what values a company has. Instagram is a great 

way to showcase how real customers utilize a product/service or to introduce 

company’s team to followers. (ibid.) 

4. To form relationships. Meaningful genuine connections and trustful relationships 

is something companies focus on to build loyal customer base and grow a com-

munity. Instagram is an effective tool for that. (ibid.) 
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5. To provide customer service, customer support and after-sales services. Despite 

the fact, that it might be challenging for organizations to always respond quickly 

and provide prompt and personalized assistance on social media, doing so will 

definitely strengthen relationships with customers (Smith 2017).  

6. To get feedback. Instagram provides companies with opportunities to receive 

feedback instantly, monitor conversations and always be aware of what follow-

ers say about a brand; to test new ideas among their customers, ask for their 

opinion, advice or contribution to product development. In other words, it is 

called crowdsourcing. As a result, brands work on improvements increasing cus-

tomer satisfaction. (ibid.) 

7. To boost engagement rates. Instagram is considered to be one of the best social 

media platforms to reach and engage customers that is, obviously, crucial for 

online business (Top 10 Benefits of Instagram for Business 2018).  

8. To do competitor analysis. Brands can simply discover how their competitors 

work through the application and enhance their own competitive advantage. In-

stagram can be used as a source of inspiration, but it is important not to copy 

someone else’s idea. (Newberry 2018.)  

9. To use target advertising. Cost-efficient marketing can be implemented through 

Instagram, moreover, the app has the same advanced social media advertising 

platform as Facebook and offers great targeting capabilities and segmentation 

tools. This kind of advertisement is considered to be more effective and inexpen-

sive compared to other advertising channels. (ibid.)  

10. To drive traffic to company’s website. Adding clickable links to Instagram bio at 

the top of a profile is a great way to draw customers’ attention and get more vis-

its to a site. According to Statista, 52% of all web traffic is from mobile phones 

and Instagram was designed specifically for mobile devices. Considering the fact, 

that so many people are using Instagram daily, Instagram should be leveraged to 

increase inbound traffic and, consequently, improve website conversions and 

generate leads that is the major goal. (Sharma 2018.) 

11. To announce company and industry news, offer promotions. Instagram is an ef-

fective way to make announcements about sales, discounts, changes within a 

company and other informative content (Daley n.d.).  

12. To boost sales. To conclude, the fact is that Instagram today can serve as a reve-

nue stream and generally influence sales in a positive way (Newberry 2018).  
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Eventually, companies utilized Instagram to establish a brand and make it recog-

nizable, build connections with customers, develop loyalty and trust, increase 

customer satisfaction and drive sales.   

2.3.3 Features, Tools and Opportunities for Business 

Instagram offers a wide range of opportunities for businesses to help them 

achieve their marketing objectives. Below, its key features and their role for busi-

ness will be presented and the platform’s potential will be examined.  

Instagram allows its users to create a private or public account, upload photos 

and videos, alter them and edit with filters, add captions, hashtags and geoloca-

tions, save others’ posts to bookmarks and organize them into collections. Users 

can follow each other and thereby compose their own news feeds. (Rouse 2017.) 

Initially, the feed’s content was arranged chronologically, but then a new feed 

ranking algorithm was introduced in March 2016 aimed at showing publications 

people would find relevant and care about the most. “Best posts first” order was 

not well received by everyone and appeared to be polarizing. (Constine 2018.) 

Furthermore, Instagram differentiates personal and business accounts. Business-

oriented pages have access to a wider range of special features. Page on Face-

book is a must for these purposes because applications work in conjunction. 

(Pinkham n.d.)    

Hashtags and Geotags 

Jones (2017) claims that hash-tagging system is a crucial element of social media 

communication. It is highly recommended to brands to have their own hashtags 

and use them strategically. Thus, a hashtag becomes recognizable, associated 

with the business and unites like-minded people. Others start using it as well, 

thereby increasing brand awareness. (ibid.) One of the Instagram’s updates in 

2018 was an opportunity to start following hashtags. Companies’ organic reach 

will be expanded if their followers have hashtags directly in news feeds. (Jones 

2018, 1.) Moreover, hashtags significantly increase visibility of brand’s posts and 

make them available for search. It is easier to discover new content using them 

and organize publications into categories. (Marko 2016.) Geotags are used for 

similar purposes and also are beneficial for businesses. The map and geoloca-

tions available on Instagram help users to look for services at certain places and 
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find information about new restaurants or stores. With the help of this feature a 

business can become associated with a certain area. (Boggs n.d.) 

Direct 

This feature was introduced in 2013, it lets people send private messages and, 

subsequently, videos and pictures, share profiles and posts. Direct made Insta-

gram competitive as a messenger and, moreover, it gave brands an opportunity 

to communicate on a deeper, more personal and individual level with their cus-

tomers, which lies at the core of social media marketing. Using of Direct can aid 

to develop loyalty, provide on-on-one customer service, increase customer satis-

faction, strengthen relationships and generate revenue. (Sambol 2018.) 

Stories 

They were a very significant innovation released in 2016. Stories imply sharing 

of photos and videos in a slide-show format that disappear after 24 hours. They 

can be also supplemented with hashtags and geolocations making them easier to 

be discovered and, also, polls stickers to ask questions to followers. It is notewor-

thy to mention that Stories was not Instagram’s original idea. This kind of format 

was firstly introduced by Snapchat – another US social network. Snapchat’s co-

founder and CEO Evan Spiegel rejected Facebook’s offer to purchase his company 

for $3 billion. (Fiegerman 2014.) Consequently, Instagram released an identical 

but improved feature. According to Instagram statistics, more that 400 million of 

people are using Stories daily (Inspire action n.d.). Furthermore, one third of the 

most viewed Stories belong to business accounts (Stand out with Instagram n.d.).  

This format of content got huge success among Instagram users and, therefore, 

brought a variety of opportunities for business promotion. Firstly, according to a 

content marketing manager Kristen McCormick (2017), Instagram Stories were a 

great invention due to its authentic nature. This feature provides more flexibility 

and freedom for experiments and allows to post not only well-thought and well-

planned content, but also some candid details that customers can be curious 

about. Stories humanize a business, customers can feel connected to it and see 

the truth without embellishments.  
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Secondly, Instagram Stories help to boost engagement, since they are far more 

visible in the app than regular posts, so it is possible to draw the attention of au-

dience by frequent posting and real time marketing. Moreover, a lifehack for 

businesses to increase their engagement rates is to duplicate content and cross-

promote regular posts in Stories, there is even a new button enabling to share 

feed posts to Stories in the app. (Chacon 2018.)  

Thirdly, in case a business account has more than ten thousand subscribers, it is 

even possible to add clickable links to other sites right to Stories to gain more 

traffic. This opportunity became extremely useful for outlets and retailers. 

(McCormick 2017.)  

Finally, in 2017, Instagram was improved with Live Stories – live streaming up to 

one hour in length, and, also, with “Highlights” and “Archive” Stories features al-

lowing to fix and archive content in a profile – create permanent collections of 

Stories. (Our Story n.d.) Those are great instruments for brands. Live Stories are 

videos that can last for up to one hour and be replayed after the broadcast during 

the next day. “Archive” saves all the Stories that has ever been published by de-

fault, while “Highlights” allows to fix them in a profile and place into different cat-

egories, for instance, new product launches, updates, events, prices, tutorials, 

content generated by customers, frequently asked questions, etc. It makes it eas-

ier for other users to navigate through organized content at a convenient time. 

Moreover, marketers can pick cover images for highlighted albums which will 

catch people’s attention and maintain brand’s image. Strong and attractive covers 

that match brand’s style and reflect the overall concept can positively influence 

the perception of a company. There are many creative ways of using Stories stra-

tegically, and brands should consider including this Instagram feature in their 

marketing plans. (Herman 2018a.)  

Video and IG TV  

Visual storytelling is an effective marketing tool. What is more, according to nu-

merous predictions of the future by experts of social media marketing, video is 

one of the major trends and it will only continue to grow. (Carbone 2018.) For 

now, Instagram allows to publish 60-second videos, which is already a great op-

portunity for brands to tell their story. The video length will be extended up to 10 
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minutes in the nearest future. (Our Story n.d.) Additionally, the author already 

mentioned the opportunities to publish videos in Stories and live streaming. On 

top of that, in 2018, the company introduced Instagram TV or IG TV as an alterna-

tive to traditional television. It is available as a built-in feature in the main appli-

cation and as a separate app. IG TV has channels created by people, it means that 

one person represents one channel. (ibid.) The launch of IG TV makes Instagram 

highly competitive and YouTube’s direct rival. On the contrary to YouTube, IG TV 

is not an ad-supported service and that will, surely, attract audience. However, it 

is expected to become so in the future. At the moment, brands can use it, for ex-

ample, to publish informative, educational, entertaining and other content to 

arouse customers’ interest and build loyalty. (Ingram 2018.)  

Advertising   

Along with the growing amount of Instagram users grows the number of adver-

tisers operating on the platform. In September in 2017, it was announced that 

there were twice as many people placing their advertisements on Instagram as in 

March – one million of advertisers in half a year and two million in total had 

joined the app. (Instagram Business Team 2017b).  

Instagram has the same advanced social media advertising platform as Facebook 

and offers great targeting capabilities and segmentation tools. Businesses can 

choose among several types of ads: an Stories ad or as a publication of photo, 

video, or carousel – a multi-image feature allowing to post up to 10 photos 

and/or videos in the same publication in a slideshow format. An Stories ad will 

be a full screen ad compared to the rest. In contrast to organic posts, it is possible 

to add links to ads. When setting up an Instagram advertising campaign brands 

can choose an objective out of the following: brand awareness (to increase 

awareness), reach (to increase reach), traffic (to gain more traffic to a website), 

app installs (to get more downloads of an application), engagement (to boost en-

gagement), video views (to promote a video), lead generation (to collect infor-

mation about potential leads) and conversions (to drive sales). Afterwards, it is 

necessary to define the target audience, budget and schedule. Finally, brands 

have access to analytics regarding ads’ performance. Analysis of this data gives a 

better understanding on effectiveness of promotion and marketing campaigns. 

(Campbell 2018.) It is believed that in 2018 it is still real, but quite difficult to get 
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significant organic reach without paid promotion due to already mentioned 

change of the newsfeed algorithm (Loren 2018).    

Call-to-Action Buttons  

Instagram offers several buttons to business accounts enabling to take different 

actions, their names speak for themselves: Call, Text, Directions and Email. There 

are also Book, Buy Tickets, Start Order and Reserve, but they are functioning only 

with third-party applications, so the author suggests considering only the first 

key buttons mentioned. They make it more convenient for people to make a call 

to a company, send a text message or an email and check the way to reach com-

pany’s physical location. The feature improves communication and interaction 

between customers and brands. (Herman 2018b.) 

Insights  

Another bonus of using Instagram business account is that it provides a native 

analytics tool called “Insights”: different metrics, graphs and statistics showing 

account’s performance are available right on the platform. The statistics are di-

vided into three sections: Activity, Content and Audience. “Activity” allows to 

track interactions and discoverability of a profile throughout the ongoing week 

and shows the comparison with the previous one. Interactions include the num-

ber of profile visits, website clicks, and the amount of times “Email” and “Call” 

buttons were tapped, whilst discoverability showcases such metrics as reach - 

the amount of unique accounts that have seen any publications, and impressions 

- the overall amount of times all of publications have been seen. (Rashid 2018.) 

A section called “Content” involves a lot of insights about the content: regular 

posts, Stories and promotional posts. Marketers can track actions that were un-

dertaken because of their content, for instance, how much engagement posts get, 

which publication was the most popular and which performed the worst, how 

many times a piece of content was saved to bookmarks, how many users started 

following or visited the profile after they had seen this content, etc. Furthermore, 

owners of business-oriented pages have access to in-depth analytics of each post 

that can be tracked separately. Also, it is possible to monitor the interactions pro-

voked by Stories and the results of paid promotional campaigns – engagement, 

reach, impressions, audience demographics, etc. (ibid.) 
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The last “Audience” section shows top cities and countries where the audience is 

located, their age range and gender, by percentage. Additionally, there is data 

about times of the day when followers are most active on Instagram. All in all, 

each section provides much valuable information regarding people’s reactions to 

content, their behavior, helps better understand the audience and improve the 

performance, better plan and schedule publications. (ibid.) 

Clickable links 

Brands can add links to Instagram bio at the top of profile, as well as in paid pro-

motional posts. It is also possible add links to Stories what is very convenient and 

effective, but only for verified accounts and accounts with a solid audience of 

more than 10 thousand followers. However, this barrier can be overcome though 

third-party applications. There has always been a problem on Instagram that it is 

impossible to put clickable links in regular publications, and brands always need 

to mention that their link is in bio or to pay for promotions. Nevertheless, lever-

aging the platform can still result in increased traffic, conversions and sales. 

(Decker 2018.)  

Influencers  

Businesses can promote their brands by collaborating with influencers which is 

easy to do on Instagram. Influencer marketing proves to be one of the best ways 

to reach customers. Influencers are people who have certain authority and trust-

ful relationships with their audience, so they can encourage others to buy prod-

ucts or services they use. As a result, well-thought-out collaborations can bring 

significant benefits to a business, help raise awareness and grow a community. 

Basically, a brand needs to choose the right influencer with ideal audience for its 

type of business and then approach this person with an idea.  (Linda 2017.) Influ-

encers’ services may cost a lot, since today it could be the only source of income 

they have. In exchange for money or free products/services they promote and 

advertise brand’s offer on their personal accounts in a creative way. Influencers 

may also become brand ambassadors that implies a closer relationship with a 

brand and considered to be a powerful tool for social media marketing campaign. 

(Carbone 2018.)   
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A market research company “eMarketer” (2018) presented the following study 

on their website: during the period from November 2017 to January 2018 an in-

fluencer software and marketing company “Zine”, based in London, conducted a 

research among one thousand influencers from all over the world. In accordance 

with the results, the absolute majority of them prefers Instagram for collabora-

tions with brands. The figure below illustrates that: 

 

 

This recent online survey confirms that Instagram is the best choice of platform 

for implementation of influencer marketing strategy.  

Shopping Experience  

In 2017, Instagram launched a shopping feature available to brands in the US. It 

implies an opportunity to tag five products with prices per post by tapping on 

which a user can find out more details about the product and even get directly to 

the brand’s website and make a purchase. The aim was to continue maintaining 

relationships between people and brands and to provide opportunities to 

browse, evaluate, discover and buy products on Instagram easily. (Instagram 

Business Team 2017a.) One year later the company announced that shoppable 

tags will work in eight more countries: Canada, Brazil, the United Kingdom, Ger-

many, France, Italy, Spain and Australia, it is not available in Russia yet. As it was 

already mentioned above, it is impossible to add links to regular posts, but now a 

small icon of a bag can be placed on publications with embedded links to online 

Figure 7. Primary social media platform used by social influencers worldwide for 

brands collaborations (eMarketer 2018) 
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stores. The requirements for selling products by means of Instagram are to have 

a business account and a product catalogue through Facebook and to provide 

only with physical goods. (Pinkstone 2018.) To sum up, a shopping feature is rev-

olutionary, as it allows Instagram to function as a huge online store offering in-

credible variety of products and services.      

2.3.4 Content Plan  

A product is represented by content on social media, so it is crucial to concen-

trate on its attractiveness and quality. Profile owners need to post relevant and 

interesting content that would promote their brands and at the same time engage 

the audience and help to build relationships. On Instagram the focus is on images 

and videos complemented by text. (Johnston 2017.)  

Speaking about the visual component, eye-catching creative content that is 

posted regularly lies at the core of brand presence on Instagram. Social media 

managers pay attention to composition, photo filters, color palette and fonts. 

Brands often adhere to a certain style of photos and videos to maintain con-

sistent image, as it reflects brand’s personality and helps a business to become 

associated with a certain feeling. As a result, it has an impact on the overall per-

ception of a company. (Williams 2017.) 

Another crucial aspect to pay attention to is an effective content mix. The com-

mon formulas for creating an appropriate content mix on social media are 

30/60/10 Golden Ratio and 5-3-2 rule. The first one suggests publishing 30% of 

owned content, 60% of curated and 10% of promotional. Owned or branded con-

tent is original and unique, it is developed by the company and tells about the 

brand. Curated content is created by others and acquaints followers with inter-

esting facts about the industry and actual trends, it can also involve collabora-

tions with influencers and other brands. The purpose of sharing third-party con-

tent is to educate and provide the target audience with valuable and relevant 

knowledge, therefore, to engage people and provoke discussions. Moreover, post-

ing this type of content shows that company understands its business area and 

helps to establish thought leadership. The last 10% dedicated to promotional 

content imply call-to-actions, marketing messages, selling and promoting of 

products and services. The idea is that social media is about being social, building 
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trust and connections rather than advertising and making people buy something. 

(Duran 2016.)  

As for 5-3-2 rule, it means than among ten posts five represent content created 

by others, the other three - by a brand, but not connected to selling and the last 

two pieces should be personal, entertaining, not related to work. All in all, it also 

serves as the way to humanize a brand and not to be too self-promotional and 

self-absorbed. (Heinz 2011.)  

As far as Instagram is concerned, brands can combine various types of content 

there to maintain a balance and not to be too intrusive. Some of the ideas might 

be sharing of user-generated content, showing what happens behind the scenes 

and some moments at the workplace, industry insights and educational content, 

introducing company’s team and acquainting with brand’s values and culture, fun 

and entertaining content, giving advice, showcasing products, announcing pro-

motions and useful information. A company needs to determine key topics and 

aspects that it wants to cover on the platform and then to monitor what reso-

nates best with the audience making adjustments accordingly. (Instagram Mar-

keting n.d.) 

Social media calendars are quite a useful instrument for marketers. They help to 

balance different types of content, find a proper content mix, define frequency 

with which to make publications and not to forget about important events. Plan-

ning and scheduling of content also allow to be more flexible and focus on real-

time engagement and spontaneous events that might occur. Unfortunately, for 

now, there is no availability to schedule posts directly on Instagram, however, 

there are various third-party applications that can be integrated with the plat-

form and effectively used by social media managers. (Lee 2016.)  

2.3.5 Evaluation of Performance 

To start with, the meaning of return on investment of social media depends on 

company’s business objectives. Basically, ROI implies the result and value that 

bring social media actions. Value can be measured in different ways, not only in 

profit, since the objective might be, for example, to increase brand awareness, 

thus, the metrics would be engagement and reach. It is crucial to measure ROI to 
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be aware of the impact of social media, allocate resources properly, better under-

stand the audience, work on adjustments and improvements. Companies need to 

set clear and S.M.A.R.T. (specific, measurable, attainable, realistic and timely) 

goals that are aligned with their business objectives and then ensure the process 

of their achievement tracking various social media metrics or key performance 

indicators - KPIs. Metrics showcase the overall health of brand’s presence on so-

cial media and can be quantitative and qualitative. The examples of quantitative 

metrics are growth of audience, increase in likes and comments – customers’ en-

gagement, reach, website traffic, generation of leads and conversions, results of 

paid promotional campaigns, etc. On the other hand, qualitative metrics are those 

which could not be represented in numbers such as brand awareness, sentiment 

of the audience, brand affinity, meaningful engagement, etc. Metrics are chosen in 

concordance with the objectives and then could be compared with previous 

months or competitors’ KPIs. Moreover, metrics are leveraged to understand the 

target audience, know what time is best for posting and what content works best. 

Finally, a strategy needs to be adapted and improved in course of time. (Dawley 

& Aynsley 2018.)  

The same process comes with evaluation of performance on Instagram. Market-

ers can track a variety of metrics by means of Instagram Insights tool already de-

scribed above and by using third-party applications and website analytics tools 

such as Google analytics, which provide richer statistics than Instagram’s native 

feature. The best way to analyze success of an Instagram campaign is to set pre-

cise targets and then control if they were reached or if tactics need to be changed. 

Ultimately, it is crucial for businesses to conduct analysis of their performance on 

Instagram to maintain growth, optimize the strategy and ensure that the efforts 

are paid off. (Liu 2018.)  

2.3.6 Challenges 

Despite the fact that Instagram is such a powerful platform that offers a lot of op-

portunities for marketing and business promotion, Instagram marketing also has 

its own disadvantages and challenges, some of which have already been covered 

above. First of all, the researcher has already mentioned general challenges asso-

ciated with using social media for business such as lack of strategy and content 
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plan; lack of skills and time; negative feedbacks being spread quickly online; the 

need for keeping abreast of recent changes and updates of the application and for 

being able to provide prompt support 24/7, since customers expect that. Another 

common problem is offensive comments and bullying on social networks, how-

ever, Instagram offers a comment filter available in account’s settings which can 

automatically filter out and hide these type of comments (Help Center – Manag-

ing Your Account n.d.). Furthermore, it might be problematic to calculate the re-

turn on investment and evaluate the overall performance.  

Speaking about Instagram’s specific disadvantages, they are the lack of clickable 

links in publications which could be very helpful for companies to drive traffic to 

their websites; no feature to schedule posts directly on the platform or the lack of 

statistics for extended analysis of account’s performance. Moreover, before 

launching an Instagram campaign, it is crucial for companies to take into account 

which audience is using it. For instance, Instagram marketing might be not the 

best option to reach people elder than 35, as, according to Statista (2018), cate-

gories of people aged 35-44, 45-54, 55-64 and 65+ present 17%, 9%, 4% and 2% 

respectively from the overall number of users. However, there is a massive user 

base aged 18-34 that makes up 61% and can be considered as potential custom-

ers. 

The one crucial challenge that should be discussed separately is a new feed rank-

ing algorithm. Initially, the feed’s content was arranged chronologically, but then 

machine-learning algorithm was introduced in March 2016 that had provoked a 

lot of changes and affected business promotion through the app. Instagram’s ma-

chine learning creates a unique feed for every single user analyzing their past be-

havior on the platform and the way they interact with other accounts. According 

to Instagram’s team, the three major factors determining the order are person’s 

interest, recency of posts and relationships with people he/she is following. The 

platform collects information about users such as likes, comments, amount of 

time usually spent to view different types of content and tries to show posts they 

would find relevant and care about the most. Accounts and content users interact 

with and check out often get to the top of their timelines. However, timely posts 

are still prioritized over the ones published a week ago. (Constine 2018.)  
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Algorithmically-driven order of users’ timelines “best posts first” was not well re-

ceived. Due to chronological order, brands could be sure that their content would 

be seen if they had published it at the right time, but now it became more sophis-

ticated for businesses, especially for small and new accounts, to get their posts 

seen by users and maximize their reach. Currently, competitors need to fight for a 

spot and make more effort to engage the audience. The logic of this strategy is to 

provide users with content they enjoy the most, keep their attention and, there-

fore, to make them come back to the application more often. There is an opinion 

that ranking algorithm as well as other Instagram’s features was developed to get 

more attention from potential customers, sell it to advertisers and, eventually, 

make more profit. (Morales 2017.) However, Instagram’s team states that they 

are not trying to force businesses and other users to pay for advertising and that 

increased competition causing decline in organic reach is an unavoidable conse-

quence, as more and more users join the platform and post more, while the aver-

age time spent in the app remains the same. (Constine 2018.) Additionally, Insta-

gram’s algorithm strives to identify and reduce the number of bot accounts and 

those who try to bypass it, get auto likes, fake comments and empty engagement. 

Thus, businesses using this kind of methods should consider new strategies. (Mo-

rales 2017.) Another challenge associated with feed ranking algorithm is that 

some publications may be time sensitive, for example, if it is important to tell 

about something at a certain time, to make an announcement or share some ur-

gent news. In this case, Instagram ads and proper targeting would be the only op-

tion for brands to get their posts seen on time by as many users as possible. 

(Chen 2018.)  

Nevertheless, despite problems a new algorithm causes for businesses, it encour-

ages fair competition and motivates to provide the best content and user experi-

ence. Furthermore, according to Jenn Chen (2018), a digital strategist and writer, 

there are some methods for brands to maintain the engagement level, for exam-

ple, to use Stories and Live Videos, since they are more visible in the app, focus 

on quality of content by hiring a professional photographer/videographer, or or-

ganize contests and giveaways for customers. In addition, posting informative 

and engaging content, scheduling posts when audience is the most active and col-

laborating with Instagram influencers help grow engagement rate. (ibid.) 



34 
 

 

2.3.7 Trends and Conclusions  

The phenomenon of Instagram marketing is rapidly growing, and, in all probabil-

ity, it will only continue to grow in the upcoming years. Developers of the appli-

cation are constantly working on improving Instagram’s, getting rid of draw-

backs and providing new solutions and updates. For example, Instagram has al-

ready become an indispensable intermediary between customers and brands, 

but with the introduction of the shopping feature to the rest of the countries the 

relationships are expected to become even stronger. Shoppable tags will allow to 

buy products right through the Instagram and the application will be considered 

as an even more serious marketing platform. (Loren 2018.) 

It is noteworthy that the company is using artificial intelligence and big data 

technologies which make Instagram highly competitive, especially in collabora-

tion with Facebook. According to Marr (2018), some examples of using it are pre-

cise target advertising, advanced search function and machine-learning algo-

rithm for news feeds. Artificial intelligence algorithms are also utilized for auto-

matic removal of offensive comments and spam filter, as machines already un-

derstand the context of messages pretty well. (ibid., 1-2.)  

While the new “best posts first” algorithm encourages fair competition and fights 

for relevant content in users’ feeds, business promotion on Instagram becomes 

more complicated as well as reaching the audience only organically. This shift 

forces marketers to invest in advertising and paid promotion. (Loren 2018.) 

However, Instagram Stories are a great option, because they are more visible and 

can significantly increase engagement and reach. Stories are an increasing trend 

expected to dominate, as people love to observe naturalness and imperfection of 

businesses and influencers. Furthermore, the fact that after 24 hours this content 

disappears forever creates the urgency to see it and causes the desire to check 

the app more often. (Carbone 2018.)    

Digital marketing specialists Ruth Stephensen (2018) and Mary Long (2018) em-

phasize in their articles that, ultimately, the focus will be on authenticity and 

transparent marketing. Genuine connections and high-quality content are new 

values. Human content is more appreciated than branded content. (Stephensen 

2018.) Nowadays, instead of posting too much information about the brand it is 
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much better to dedicate publications to other brands-partners and support them, 

to repost user-generated content to a company’s profile and write educatinal, fas-

cinating texts for followers (Long 2018). It means that traditional marketing 

methods are not working anymore, and marketers should think about more natu-

ral and sincere ways to attract potential clients. Thus, instead of looking for ways 

to hack the system or bypass the algorithm it is crucial to concentrate on insight-

ful, informative and creative content which will naturally attract the audience. 

(Stephensen 2018.) 

Instagram has already come a long way, and it will be even more interesting to 

observe how the platform is going to evolve and how people’s attitude towards it 

will change in the future. The growing amount of sponsored publications and 

brands working through Instagram is not well received by everyone. The applica-

tion becomes too commercial and it may seem inappropriate and intrusive to 

people. Nonetheless, Instagram sets new trends in the world of marketing and 

proclaims new values. This powerful tool is an integral component of marketing 

strategy which provides with valuable results in case its features are utilized pur-

posefully. For now, Instagram marketing is highly important for business promo-

tion.   
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3 Research Methodology 

In this chapter, the research approach used in the present paper is explained in-

cluding the research questions, objectives and nature of the research. Thereafter, 

the methods of collection of the primary and secondary data are discussed, fol-

lowed by the introduction of the sample chosen for this study and description of 

the implementation process. Eventually, the author justifies the choice of data 

analysis method and covers ethical principles considered throughout the project.  

3.1 Research Approach 

The key topic of the present paper is Instagram marketing for business promo-

tion. According to Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2009), the attributes of a good 

research topic are the author’s genuine interest in it and the capability to com-

plete this kind of study including skills required to undertake a project, financial 

and time resources, access to all the necessary data and possibility to gain theo-

retical knowledge on the subject. The choice of the author meets the following 

criteria. Additionally, the researcher decided to focus on the field of Instagram 

marketing and social media marketing in general, since it is a growing phenome-

non nowadays and a potential direction for career development. Considering ca-

reer goals is also a crucial point while choosing a topic for research. (22.)   

Usually, a general research question emerges from the initial research idea. Then, 

the author can develop a few more detailed questions that will be answered as a 

result of his/her study. (ibid., 33-34.) After literature was critically reviewed and 

a thorough research of the topic was made, the author came up with the main re-

search question and several supportive ones. The principal intention of this pa-

per was to reveal how Instagram is viewed by SMEs in the Republic of Karelia 

and how they leverage it for their business. In order to answer it, the author de-

cided to approach ten enterprises based in Karelia and to conduct interviews 

with their representatives responsible for managing companies’ Instagram ac-

counts. Based on that, the author designed additional research questions pre-

sented below: 

4) Which purposes do SMEs based in the Republic of Karelia that participated in the 

study utilize Instagram for? 
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5) What approach to Instagram marketing and business promotion on Instagram do 

the participants have? 

6) How is Instagram generally viewed by Karelian organizations that participated in 

the research? 

The first question was aimed to identify intentions and goals that these enter-

prises in Karelia have managing their Instagram accounts. The purpose of the 

second question was to determine their approach to marketing and business pro-

motion through Instagram, e.g. having an Instagram strategy integrated into the 

overall marketing campaign, having a content plan, evaluation of performance, 

being informed about Instagram’s potential - tools, features, updates, and how 

they can help to achieve various business objectives. The role of the last question 

was to understand general attitudes towards Instagram that Karelian organiza-

tions that participated in the study have, what results they have managed to 

achieve and what they think about the future of Instagram in the region. The au-

thor believes that these questions are clear, properly defined and able to provide 

new interesting insights into the topic. 

Research objectives are considered to be more specific and precise than investi-

gative questions and can be written based on them (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill 

2009, 34). Thereby, the author defined the set of objectives in accordance with 

the aforementioned questions: 

1) To identify the purposes for which Instagram is utilized by the SMEs based in the 

Republic of Karelia that participated in the study. 

2) To figure out what approach to Instagram marketing and business promotion on 

Instagram the participants of the research have.  

3) To explore what participants’ perceptions of and attitudes towards Instagram 

are.  

Many authors distinguish two types of research: qualitative and quantitative. 

Quantitative study is aimed to measure quantity or amount, uncover patterns 

and represent precise facts. It is expressed in statistics, numerical comparisons, 

quantities and standardized data. (Saunders et al. 2009, 482). Quantitative data 

collection methods are systematic observations, surveys and questionnaires. On 

the other hand, qualitative research is used to discover underlying reasons and 

motivations of behavior, to explore people’s attitudes and opinions. Qualitative 
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study ensures a deeper understanding of the problem, however, the collected 

data might be complex, unstructured and unstandardized that requires to be 

placed into categories. Typical qualitative data collection methods are interviews. 

(Kothari 2004, 4.) Based on that, the present research can be classified as a quali-

tative study, since its goal was to understand how Karelian SMEs leverage Insta-

gram and to investigate opinions of the participants regarding Instagram in gen-

eral. The data required to answer the research questions is qualitative in nature, 

and the author chose interviews as a data collection method. Utilizing quantita-

tive data collection methods was not appropriate, as it could not provide enough 

in-depth data to address the research problem.  

The purpose of a research is often categorized as exploratory, descriptive and ex-

planatory. However, it does not mean that the study must have only one of these 

types of purposes, moreover, they can change throughout the process. To start 

with exploratory research, it is intended to help a researcher gain a sound under-

standing of the phenomenon, explore some new viewpoints, ideas, potential 

problems and opportunities. Due to initial broad scope of this kind of study, flexi-

bility and adaptability to changes that might occur during the project are consid-

ered as its advantages. Descriptive study implies that the one who conducts it has 

a clear picture of the phenomena, depicts the current state of affairs and has no 

control over it. The emphasis of this type of research is on description of a certain 

individual, group, object or situation. Descriptive research can be characterized 

as a non-experimental one. Explanatory study is used to find cause-and-effect re-

lationships between different variables and concepts. Basically, it investigates 

and explains causality between different factors and is considered as a highly 

structured research. (Saunders et al. 2009, 139-141.) 

This particular project can be defined as both exploratory and descriptive. It is 

exploratory, since the author’s intention was to explore the way Instagram mar-

keting is used for business promotion by SMEs in the Republic of Karelia and atti-

tudes of these organizations towards Instagram which is a fresh topic and no ma-

terial or previous research can be found on this subject. However, before the re-

search questions had been defined, the thesis writer got acquainted with Insta-

gram marketing in general and got a clear picture of the matter. Substantially, the 
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author chose a direction that had not been explored before and decided to de-

scribe this phenomenon in a certain context. It makes the present study descrip-

tive as well. 

3.2 Data Collection Method  

There are two main sources of research data: primary and secondary. Primary 

data is original in nature, that has been collected first-hand for a specific purpose 

to address research questions. (Kothari 2004, 95-96.) Secondary data is infor-

mation that is already available and has originally been interpreted by someone 

else. It can be both published and unpublished and exist in various forms: re-

ports, records, databases and publications of different organizations, historical 

documents, books, magazines and newspapers, voice recordings, interview tran-

scripts, diaries, TV and radio, Internet articles, minutes of meetings, etc. (ibid., 

111). The use of secondary data can be helpful to at least partially answer re-

search questions prior to collecting primary data (Saunders et al. 2009, 256). 

As far as the present paper is concerned, at the beginning of the research process 

the author focused on various relevant sources of secondary data to formulate 

theoretical background, better understand the topic and familiarize the readers 

with it. As a result, a thorough literature review was conducted. The author used 

books, articles and research papers to get acquainted with the basics of market-

ing and digital marketing and then studied the phenomenon of social media mar-

keting more in detail to get an idea of what its advantages for businesses are, 

how it is implemented, and which role Instagram can play in this process. There-

after, the researcher focused on collecting data about Instagram and the opportu-

nities of Instagram marketing for business promotion. Due to academic literature 

on this subject being scarce, the major sources of information were web re-

sources, blogs, online publications and articles. The volume of academic litera-

ture and other studies and research papers was limited, since the topic is con-

temporary and relatively new, as Instagram has been gaining success just in re-

cent years. However, in this thesis the author included opinions and viewpoints 

of marketers, journalists, entrepreneurs, writers, bloggers and other experts who 

are experienced and interested in the fields of social media and marketing. Fur-
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thermore, it was essential to take into account that the platform is being up-

graded and improved on a regular basis, what affects some processes of its work 

and, therefore, the way it is used by enterprises. Thus, the author’s goal was to 

use the most up-to-date information to be better prepared for the interviews and 

for further data analysis. In addition, some facts about Instagram presented in 

this research were supported by statistics from reliable sources. Eventually, the 

author introduced the key concepts of the given research to the readers and man-

aged to obtain sufficient knowledge base about the topic area. The researcher 

came up with the questions for the interviews, got prepared for conversations 

with the participants of the study and for further analysis of the data.   

As it was already mentioned above, the following study required qualitative data 

to address the research questions. In-depth, semi-structured and group inter-

views are common qualitative data collection methods. In-depth interviews also 

called as unstructured can be characterized as informal: the researcher does not 

have a predetermined and standardized list of questions and the interviewee can 

openly express their opinion regarding the topic area. This kind of interviews are 

also known as non-directive, since its direction depends much on the inter-

viewee’s responses. Semi-structured interviews are non-standardized as well, 

but they are more formal: the interviewer prepares the set of themes and ques-

tions in advance, however, they have the opportunity to modify it depending on 

the flow of the conversation. The sequence of questions can be changed, it is pos-

sible to exclude some of them or ask supplementary ones if necessary, depending 

on the context. (Saunders et.al. 2009, 320-321.) Group interviews imply that the 

researcher interviews two or more individuals. There are also focus group inter-

views that are considered to be more precise and focused on a certain topic area. 

(ibid., 343-344.)  

Speaking about this particular research, semi-structured interviews were chosen 

as a method to collect primary data, and the choice will be justified further. In the 

very beginning, the author clearly defined the research questions based on which 

the set of interview themes and questions was developed. The questions were 

predetermined, and the interviews needed to follow a clear direction, since the 

researcher aimed to cover certain topics to meet the research objectives. How-

ever, the goal was to gain rich and detailed data and valuable insights into the 
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topic, thus, the interviews needed to be unstandardized to provide the partici-

pants with the opportunity to freely discuss the issues. Moreover, the author as-

sumed that it could be possible that the list of questions, their logic and order 

would vary from interview to interview. In addition, according to Kothari (2004), 

unstructured interviews require more efforts, knowledge and skills from the re-

searcher: despite the flexibility and greater freedom that ensure this kind of in-

terviews to both the interviewer and interviewees in comparison with highly 

structured questionnaires, the analysis of collected data is much more compli-

cated and time-consuming (98). Given the fact that the author is not experienced 

in conducting interviews and analyzing data, it was also reasonable to choose 

semi-structured interviews rather than in-depth. The data collected from them 

was supposed to be less difficult to be analyzed and placed into categories, and, 

as a result, the research results could be more reliable. Based on that, it became 

clear that semi-structured interview method was the best choice for this thesis.  

Interviews might be different in nature of interaction: face-to-face, by telephone 

and via Internet (ibid. 321). Saunders and colleagues (2009) claim that establish-

ment of personal contact with the interviewee has a positive impact on the qual-

ity of responses. The reasons for that are that respondents can be more inter-

ested in discussion of the topic in person rather than to fill out a questionnaire, 

spend their time on writing down detailed answers and provide sensitive data to 

a person they have never met. Personal conversations create more trust and con-

fidence, an interviewee can understand the questions better, while the inter-

viewer can be sure that the right person will answer the questions and they will 

not be passed to someone else. (ibid., 324.) The method of questionnaires was 

not appropriate for this study, thus, choosing between telephone and face-to-face 

interviews, the researcher preferred the second option, as she wanted to estab-

lish personal contact with the participants, have more control over the situation, 

discuss the research topic in more detail and collect more insightful and in-depth 

data. Furthermore, group interview was not an option for this research, as the 

representatives of different enterprises participated in the study, and their par-

ticipation was supposed to be confidential and anonymous.  
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Choosing a Sample  

The initial goal was to approach representatives of ten SMEs based in the Repub-

lic of Karelia which were using Instagram for business promotion. The aim was to 

conduct interviews with people responsible for managing Instagram accounts of 

these organizations. It is noteworthy to mention, that the overall idea was to fo-

cus on the diversity and to include various enterprises in the study, i.e. of differ-

ent sizes and types of business. The reason for it was that the researcher wanted 

to get a deeper understanding of the phenomenon in Karelia and to see it from 

different perspectives. The author assumed that some differences in attitudes 

and opinions could be found based on such aspects as the size of company and its 

nature of business. 

Aside from these factors, enterprises’ Instagram activity was taken into account. 

After considering various criteria, the researcher decided to pay attention only to 

the fact that enterprises were using Instagram business accounts for business 

promotion and that they were updating their content regularly. Additionally, one 

more condition was that their accounts had been existing for at least a year, as 

the author believes that this period of time is sufficient to draw some conclusions 

regarding Instagram marketing and use of the platform in general. This data can 

be easily accessed right on company’s page on Instagram, as well as its type of 

business mentioned in the profile’s description.   

Such metrics as the number of followers and the number of posts could also be 

considered as determining factors proving Instagram activity, however, the re-

searcher did not consider these indicators to be significant while choosing a sam-

ple. As there is no publicly accessible information regarding the use of Instagram 

in the Republic of Karelia and the number of registered users in the region, it is 

impossible to say what amount of followers is sufficient to claim that an enter-

prise has a solid presence on Instagram. As for the number of posts, the im-

portance of this information is also questionable, it is hard to define whether 

there is enough of posts in the profile or not. Moreover, as it was already men-

tioned, the focus of the study was on the diversity of opinions and approaches, 

thus, it was interesting to include enterprises that could have significant differ-

ence in followers or posts.  
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Speaking about the size of an organization, this information could not be discov-

ered on its Instagram page. Thus, when the researcher was approaching the po-

tential participants of this study, she also asked them about the size of their com-

panies arguing this data would be crucial for the research. As it was already men-

tioned, the aim of this thesis was to investigate diverse organizations based in 

Karelia, so, for this purpose, the author chose five micro enterprises and five 

small and medium-sized. According to European Commission, micro enterprises 

are those that employ less than 10 people and generate the maximum of 2 million 

euros annually. Small organizations have less than 50 employees and their turno-

ver is less or equal to 10 million. Subsequently, medium-sized enterprises hire 

less than 250 persons and generate 50 million euros maximum. (What is an SME? 

N.d.) The researcher did not have access to such data as organizations’ revenue 

and focused only on their sizes.  

Eventually, the author approached twelve SMEs in the period of August – October 

2018 via Instagram Direct messages and invited to participate in the study. Inter-

estingly enough, ten of them reacted very positively and showed their interest in 

such an unusual and contemporary topic of discussion. However, two of the or-

ganizations did not react at all. After being given consent to participate in the 

project from the potential respondent, the researcher was also asking about the 

person’s position within the organization to be better prepared for the interview 

and since that was useful data for the study. Some of the participants expressed a 

desire for their personal information such as their names as well as the name of 

organization not to be included in the study. Therefore, the researcher assured 

them about confidentiality of data and anonymity of all the interviewees. How-

ever, the author was given a permission to mention the following information in 

this thesis: the organization’s size and the type of business, person’s gender and 

job title, data that was available on Instagram pages and collected during the in-

terviews. Furthermore, the respondents allowed to include the screenshots from 

their Instagram profiles to this paper, which can be found in the Appendices. The 

participants were referred as P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, P6, P7, P8, P9 and P10 in the fol-

lowing research. The Table 1 below presents the final sample chosen for this the-

sis. Such metrics as number of followers and number of posts along with organi-

zations’ presence on Instagram were taken from their profiles in November 
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2018. The researcher assumed that this information might be helpful for the 

readers to better understand the differences between the enterprises.  

Table 1. The overview of the participants 

Partici-
pant 

Job title  
Type of 
business 

The size 
of organ-
ization; 
number 
of em-
ployees 

Pres-
ence on 
Insta-
gram 
(roundly) 

Num-
ber of 
follow-
ers  

Num-
ber of 
posts 

P1 
Business 

owner and 
director 

Balloon 
decoration 

service 
Micro; 3 

More 
than 2 
years 

461 166 

P2 
Business 

owner and 
director 

Flower 
shop 

Micro; 4 
More 

than 4 
years 

1730 1043 

P3 
Marketing 
manager 

Chain of 
bakery 

shops and 
cafes 

Medium; 
130-150 

More 
than 5 
years 

18900 1974 

P4 
SMM free-

lancer 
Restaurant 

Small; 
15-20 

1.5 years 4957 661 

P5 
SMM man-

ager 
Hair salon 

Small; 
15-20 

More 
than 4 
years 

4891 3175 

P6 
Business 

owner and 
director 

Retail 
clothing 

and decor 
store 

Micro; 2 4.5 years 2847 235 

P7 
Business 

owner and 
director 

Beauty sa-
lon 

Small; 23 
Almost 3 

years 
7948 478 

P8 
Business 
co-owner 

Studio atel-
ier & hand-
made clas-

ses 

Micro; 4 
More 

than 1 
year 

900 180 

P9 
SMM man-

ager 
Bar Small; 14 3.5 years 4885 2377 

P10 
Business 

owner and 
director 

Confection-
ery cake 

shop & café 
Micro; 4 

 More 
than 4 
years 

1695 1141 
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Implementation of Data Collection 

Speaking about the implementation process, the interviews were held in Septem-

ber and October 2018. The interviews were conducted in the Russian language, 

as it is the native language of all the participants. Saunders and colleagues (2009) 

emphasize that the choice of location has an impact on the quality of collected 

data (329). Therefore, the meetings took place at the offices of the organizations, 

in closed rooms without any distraction factors. The researcher believes that 

such an environment was the most comfortable for the participants and was an 

appropriate choice. Moreover, there was no outside noise that could affect the re-

cording process. The interviews lasted from 30 to 90 minutes. All of them were 

recorded with each participant’s permission. No field notes were taken during 

the interviews, so the researcher could fully focus on the interviews and to ob-

serve the respondents. The interviewees had the opportunity to pause the re-

cording if necessary or to ask to leave some of the information out of their an-

swers.  

According to Saunders and colleagues (2009), when conducting an unstandard-

ized interview, the interviewer can prepare a list of topics in the form of an inter-

view guide, based on literature, theories, personal experience, etc. That is helpful 

to ensure the direction of the conversation and that all the necessary issues 

would be covered. (329.) The writer of this thesis developed a semi-structured 

interview guide using theme-designed frame, it was consisted of a short intro-

duction part and three themes. At first, the guide was in the Russian language and 

then translated into English, it can be found in the Appendices. Initially, the re-

searcher came up with a set of questions, which were later organized into three 

key topics. The themes were derived from the theoretical framework of this the-

sis and correspond to the research questions and objectives.  

At the start of the interview, the author introduced herself, explained the purpose 

and aims of this study and how the collected data would be used. Furthermore, 

the participants were informed about being recorded. The researcher provided 

assurance that the responses of the interviewees would be treated confidentially, 

and the anonymity of the organizations and individual participants was guaran-

teed. In the first theme, the researcher asked about purposes of leveraging Insta-

gram. Then, in the second theme, the general approach to Instagram marketing 
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and business promotion on Instagram was covered, including such aspects Insta-

gram’s features and tools, Instagram strategy, evaluation of performance and 

content plan. Eventually, in the final theme, the participants’ general attitude to-

wards Instagram was discussed, along with the results that the platform brought 

to their business and interviewees’ opinions regarding the future of Instagram in 

the Republic of Karelia.  

Most of questions included in the semi-structured interview guide were open-

ended in order to provoke the discussion, not to impose predefined answers and 

to gather more detailed and insightful data from the participants. However, close-

ended “yes or no” questions were also involved, as they could help to develop a 

conversation. The answer options for one of the questions were offered, since it 

could also be helpful for the interviewees and provide them with some ideas. 

Moreover, the interviewer had the chance to ask supplementary and follow-up 

questions, if it was necessary.   

3.3 Data Analysis Method  

The data analysis was conducted through qualitative content analysis. This type 

of analysis implies placing collected qualitative data into successive categories of 

a coding frame. Speaking about the advantages of this method, first of all, it helps 

to reduce the amount of information, since the researcher can concentrate only 

on certain parts of the material that are related to the research questions. The 

number of categories is defined by the researcher. However, focusing only on se-

lected aspects can result in loss of some data. Secondly, qualitative content analy-

sis is systematic and requires every single segment of the material relevant to the 

study to be carefully examined and then assigned to a certain category of the cod-

ing frame. Moreover, the following type of analysis is considered to be flexible, 

since the frame is adapted to the material. (Schreier 2013, 170-171.) Based on 

that, the researcher believes that this technique was an appropriate choice for 

this study. The interviews were theme-based, and the author needed to pay at-

tention to three key topics to address the research objectives. Therefore, the re-

searcher developed the coding frame consisted of three categories that repre-

sented valid description of the material.  
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As it was already mentioned, the interviews were recorded and then transcribed 

verbatim into separate word sheets. The author was transcribing the data imme-

diately after each interview session, as the details of the meetings were still fresh 

in the author’s mind and in order to reduce the workload, since the process of 

transcription was very time-consuming. Each of the interviews was analyzed sep-

arately, the relevant material was structured and sorted out by categories. 

Theme-designed frame used for the interviews was very helpful for this purpose. 

Afterwards, the data was translated in the English language and then all the col-

lected data was combined into the same word sheet by themes. Subsequently, the 

researcher focused on a deeper analysis of the responses to discover possible 

patterns, similarities and differences between opinions. As a result, the research 

findings are presented in the next chapter. The quotations included in it were 

transcribed as precisely as possible from the Russian language.   

3.4 Ethics   

The ethical principles were followed in the given study throughout the entire 

process: during the research design stage, data collection and data analysis 

phases, as well as in the final parts of the research. Saunders and colleagues 

(2009) claim that one of them is not to cause any harm to interviewee’s privacy 

and not to infringe the right to confidentiality (193-194). Thereby, the author 

preserved the anonymity of the organizations and individual participants and as-

sured that she would be the only person who has access to the collected data. 

Furthermore, the researcher must avoid fabrication and misrepresentation of 

data and maintain honesty and objectivity during project implementation (ibid., 

199). Participation of the interviewees in this study was voluntary. Since the in-

terview technique was chosen as a data collection method, the author’s goal was 

to ensure that the participants felt comfortable and did not experience any pres-

sure or stress, that could affect their answers. The interviewer’s role was to guide 

the conversation not imposing predefined answers. The respondents could pause 

the recording if necessary, ask to leave something out of their responses or de-

cline to answer to any of the questions. Ultimately, the general ethical issues 

were considered and adjusted to in the following thesis.  
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4 Research Findings 

In this chapter, the research findings based on the interviews can be found. The 

results are divided into three themes in accordance with the interview guide and 

the research questions. The findings are presented without bias or interpreta-

tion.  

4.1 Purposes of Using Instagram  

This topic consisted of two questions. In the beginning, the participants were 

asked when their organizations started using Instagram.  

Nine out of ten participants said that Instagram profiles of their organizations 

were created either when the platform was gaining momentum in Russia, or at 

the same time as the enterprise was founded. Only the director of the beauty sa-

lon (P7) told that she had started leveraging Instagram for business promotion 

only in January 2016, even though the organization had already been existing for 

five years by that moment.    

The owner of balloon decorating services (P1), the social media marketing free-

lancer hired by the restaurant (P4), the co-owner of the studio atelier (P8) and 

the social media marketing manager of the bar (P9) all said that they had started 

using the application for business purposes when the organizations had been es-

tablished in August 2016, April 2017, September 2017 and in May 2015 respec-

tively. However, P4 noted that she was hired a year later after the restaurant had 

been opened and that before their Instagram had been managed nonprofession-

ally.   

The owner of the flower shop (P2) said that she had created an Instagram profile 

for her business in August 2014 when the application became more popular in 

Russia. Similarly, the social media marketing manager of the hair salon (P5), the 

owner of the retail clothing and decor store (P6) and the director of the confec-

tionery cake shop and café (P10) also told that they had started utilizing the plat-

form in 2014 – in July, May and August respectively. They were also emphasizing 

that it had become more common to use Instagram among Russians at this pe-

riod of time. The organization which was signed up on Instagram earlier than 
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others is the chain of bakery shops and cafes, marketing manager of which (P3) 

said that they have had an account there since August 2013.  

The next question was aimed to discover business purposes for which the follow-

ing enterprises utilize Instagram. The researcher also provided the respondents 

with possible answer options to provoke some ideas.  

P1, P2, P6, P8 and P10, the owners of micro-sized organizations, mentioned simi-

lar purposes for which they used Instagram. All of them spoke about the follow-

ing goals: to increase brand awareness, tell about their business and, therefore, 

to attract new customers; to showcase their services and/or product range along 

with contact information; to get feedbacks and improve the way they work; to 

announce news, offer promotions and discounts and, eventually, to increase 

sales.  

P1, P2 and P8 noted that although they were using the platform in order to pro-

vide customer service, e.g. receive orders, answer customers’ questions and re-

ceive feedback, it happens rarely. In contrast, P6 told the interviewer:  

“We receive orders though Instagram regularly. Actually, not only people from Ka-

relia order clothes and decor stuff that I post in our profile, but also people from 

other Russian cities, and it happens quite often.”  

P6 and P10 emphasized that it was essential for them to use Instagram as a 

source of inspiration, they get inspired by competitors and other creative ac-

counts. 

Interestingly enough, none of the micro enterprises have the purpose to use In-

stagram target advertising. For example, P3 said: “I tried to use the opportunity 

of target advertising on Instagram around three times and it was mostly just for 

the sake of experiment. Actually, I know that this feature is quite efficient and 

cheap in comparison with TV or radio advertising and billboards, so maybe I 

should consider using it regularly.” P6 told the interviewer that she also tried to 

use Instagram advertising a couple of times, but it did not seem effective to her. 

However, she added: “Perhaps I should get a better look at this.”  

As an addition to goals mentioned by the owners of the micro-sized enterprises, 

the other five interviewees, P3, P4, P5, P7 and P9, named the following purposes: 



50 
 

 

to build reputation and authority; to communicate with customers on a more 

personal level; to form relationships and to build loyal customer base; to boost 

engagement rates; to do competitor analysis and to use target advertising.  

P3 was the only respondent who mentioned such goal as “to build a community”, 

she explained it to the interviewer in the following words:  

“We always wanted to build a community of loyal customers around our bakery 

brand, our goal has always been to unite people of different ages.”  

P4, P5 and P7 underlined that getting inspired on Instagram was a crucial reason 

for utilizing the application to them, P4 said:  

“I always use Instagram as a source of endless inspiration, that is very important 

for my professional and personal growth.”  

Such a goal as “to drive traffic to website” was mentioned twice, by P5 and P7, as 

they are representatives of the hair and beauty salons which are the only organi-

zations that have official websites. Both participants have links to their sites at 

the top of their profiles and they also sometimes add them to paid promotions on 

Instagram. As for the other respondents, during the interviews, they mentioned 

that they put links on Instagram as well, but to the other social media channel 

they were leveraging for business – a Russian social network called “Vk.com”, 

however, to increase traffic to their profiles and groups they manage on this so-

cial network is not their primary goal of using Instagram. 

4.2 Approach to Instagram Marketing and Business Promotion  

In this theme, such aspects as Instagram’s features and tools, Instagram market-

ing strategy and content plan were covered. The purpose was to understand how 

serious the approach of the following organizations to Instagram is, and how well 

they are informed about its potential. In the beginning, the researcher asked the 

participants about Instagram’s features and tools that help them achieve their 

business objectives.  

All the respondents told that they were using such opportunities as adding 

hashtags, geotags, Call-to-Action-buttons and clickable links; Direct and Stories 

features. Using hashtags and geolocations in posts helps enterprises to increase 
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brand awareness, expand reach, organize content into different categories, they 

also make publications more visible and available for search. The interviewees 

noted that Call-to-Action buttons were helpful for customers, for instance, P1 

said:  

“I noticed that it’s easier for customers to press the “Call” button and ask everything 

they need to know immediately, rather than send a message in Direct, for example.”  

Furthermore, the businesses add clickable links to their profiles’ descriptions to 

drive traffic to their websites or profiles and groups on other social media chan-

nels. As for Direct, every organization is using it to communicate with customers, 

provide customer service, increase customer satisfaction and get feedback. P3, 

P4, P5, P9 also mentioned that Direct was an important instrument for strength-

ening relationships and maintaining private conversations with customers what 

subsequently develops trust and loyalty.  

The participants spoke very positively about Stories. The most common purposes 

of using this type of content on Instagram that were discussed are: posting “be-

hind the scenes” and lifestyle content, some rough spontaneous and not well-

planned pieces, as customers are usually interested in that and can feel more 

connected to business in this way; moreover, boosting engagement, since, due to 

the algorithm’s change, Stories are more visible than regular posts; additionally, 

the organizations use them to remind followers about themselves and about 

some basic information as contacts and opening hours, and, also, to cross-pro-

mote their regular posts. What is more, the majority of the participants told that 

they conducted polls in Stories using poll stickers in order to be aware of custom-

ers’ opinions and to increase engagement. Such Instagram’s features as “Archive” 

and “Highlights” allowing to place Stories content into different categories mak-

ing it easier for customers to navigate through content, are utilized by all the par-

ticipants except P8.  

It is noteworthy to mention that, the most serious Instagram’s tools available for 

business accounts which are target advertising and native analytics tool called 

“Insights” are not utilized by every firm. Speaking about advertising on Insta-

gram, it was already mentioned in the previous section, that only the representa-

tives of the small and medium-sized enterprises leverage it on a regular basis. As 
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for Instagram Insights, P3, P4, P5, P7 and P9 told the interviewer that they paid 

much attention to analytics and evaluation of the performance. Insights tool 

helps them to better understand what type of content their audience prefers, to 

know what the best time to post is, to control reach and engagement rates and to 

optimize their strategies and approach to Instagram. P1 and P6 also said that 

they sometimes checked statistics to get an idea of types of publications their fol-

lowers enjoyed the most and at times they were the most active. Furthermore, 

both respondents told that it was interesting for them to see the results of paid 

promotions, that are also available in Insights. On the contrary, P2, P8 and P10 

told that they never used this feature.  

Finally, none of the organizations included in the research are using IG TV and 

Livestreaming features for their business objectives, even though, all the partici-

pants were informed about them. It was also revealed that Karelian enterprises 

do not pay influencers for promotion, however, all the respondents mentioned 

that they were sometimes using such method as “barter collaboration” with 

brands-partners and friends.  

Speaking about Instagram strategy, P1, P2, P6 and P10 said that they did not 

have it and did not plan their activities on Instagram at all. Interestingly enough, 

they also noted that they were not interested in hiring an expert who could be 

able to manage their Instagram profiles strategically. P2 and P10 said that they 

did not really need it. While P1 and P6 expressed their desire to start applying a 

more strategic approach to utilizing Instagram for their businesses, although, for 

now, they were not ready to assign it to anyone else.  

In contrast, P3 answered in the following words: 

“We have a documented marketing strategy and Instagram is involved in it. Insta-

gram strategy could not exist on its own, it must be integrated into the overall mar-

keting and communications campaign. Activities on social media are a part of the 

entire strategy. […] We develop a social media marketing strategy for the upcoming 

year, divide it by quarters and set certain targets on each of them. Therefore, the 

objectives for Instagram are established as well, such as to increase the number of 

followers by a certain number by the end of the quarter or to boost engagement 
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rate by certain percentage. Then the Instagram plan is revised and improved de-

pending on whether the results were achieved or not.”   

P4, P5 and P9 replied quite similarly, that they were also implementing Insta-

gram strategies integrated into organization’s general marketing campaigns. All 

of these respondents said that they had Instagram promotion plans for the next 

2-3 months developed according to the organization’s business objectives and 

paid much attention to the evaluation: if the targets were reached or the strategy 

needed to be revised.  

P7 expressed her interest in having an Instagram plan and implementing it, she 

told the interviewer:  

“I understand the importance of an Instagram strategy and really want to develop 

a plan of our activities on the platform and adhere to it. I have even prepared a 

rough outline already and have completed online courses dedicated to business pro-

motion on Instagram. But now, unfortunately, it is hard for me to fulfill so many re-

sponsibilities within the organization and combine everything. I’m looking for a 

person who can be responsible for managing of our salon’s profile, however, it’s not 

easy to find somebody who will share my vision of what it should be like.”    

As for P8, she said that she had purchased a detailed Instagram promotion plan 

from a social media marketing freelancer a couple of months ago, but had not 

started implementing it yet, due to the lack of time. Nevertheless, she mentioned 

that she wanted to manage the account by herself and not to assign this task to 

anyone else.  

Speaking about planning of content on Instagram, P1, P2, P6 and P10 replied that 

they did not maintain any content plans and did not focus on the content mix. 

The owners of micro enterprises were mainly publishing owned/branded and 

promotional content telling about their businesses, products and discounts. How-

ever, the interviewees were also posting customer-generated content, curated in 

the form of collaborations with other brand-partners, and, more rarely, engaging 

content such as giveaways and contests. P6 expressed her concerns in the follow-

ing words:  

“I don’t want to post too much engaging content, since it may seem too intrusive, 

for example, to start some fake conversations with the followers.”  
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Furthermore, she also noted that it was crucial for her to adhere to a certain style 

of content to maintain consistent image that could reflect the concept of her 

clothing and decor store. P6 told that she was paying much attention to aesthet-

ics, visual attractiveness of her profile and to quality of the photos. P1, P2 and 

P10 also said that they focused on quality and visual appeal, but, in general, this 

issue was less important to them. 

Similarly, P8, at the moment of the interview, was not implementing a content 

plan as well and her Instagram profile primarily consisted of branded content. 

However, as it was already mentioned above, she purchased an Instagram pro-

motion plan that included content strategy as well. She told the interviewer: 

“There is a detailed description of what to post and when in the content plan that 

we bought. All the steps are clearly explained, such as what kind of photos to pub-

lish, which topics to cover, what photo editing apps to use… We just haven’t started 

to implement it yet.” 

 Additionally, as well as P6, P8 added that profile’s style and visual appeal was 

significant to her and that their organization’s logo which is often used on their 

Instagram photos was developed by a freelance graphic designer specifically for 

this purpose.  

P3’s point of view, who represented the medium-sized enterprise, was com-

pletely different. First of all, she said: “The world will survive without beautiful pic-

tures anyway”, - emphasizing that eye-catching creative content was important, 

but should not be a priority and that it was much more crucial to track which 

kind of content resonated best with the audience and plot a content strategy ac-

cordingly. In general, her approach to content on Instagram was highly analytical. 

Moreover, the marketing manager told the interviewer about the importance of 

keeping a balance of content on Instagram. For example, when she said that 

when she had been managing their organization’s account she had been primar-

ily focusing on engaging content: inviting to participate in a dialogue, staring con-

versations, provoking discussions, organizing contests and quiz competitions. 

Furthermore, the account of the chain of bakery shops and cafes includes a lot of 
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user-generated and educational content, they also talk about the production pro-

cesses, introduce their employees to followers, etc. On the other hand, there is 

not much promotional content in their Instagram profile.  

P4, P5, P9 were well informed about the balance of content and they also be-

lieved that visual appeal was one of the key factors. All in all, these respondents 

also include various types of content in profiles of their organizations that their 

followers could find insightful and useful, not only branded and promotional 

pieces. The following participants, as well as P3, were mentioning that content 

strategy must be crafted according to the audience’s preferences, since it is point-

less to maintain the balance, if followers are not interested in that. P4, for in-

stance, noted:  

“Our audience enjoys posts about the restaurant’s team members and loves listen-

ing to their stories. Moreover, publications connected to holidays or some global 

events that are happening in the world and unite people, such as the FIFA World 

Cup this summer, always get high engagement rates.”  

P9 told the interviewer: “I focus a lot on entertaining type of content and organiz-

ing interesting and challenging contests for our followers. We already know that 

this is something our audience really likes about our bar’s profile, thus, we pay at-

tention to it.” 

P7 acknowledged: “I know that, for now, the content of our salon’s profile is mainly 

promotional and too commercial, most of the time I post just the information about 

our services and photos of the results of our work, also customer-generated content 

from time to time. I’m planning to work on the balance and improve it, since I in-

tend to start managing our profile more professionally.”  

4.3 Attitude towards Instagram 

In this theme, the interviewees were asked about the results that they managed 

to achieve through marketing on Instagram and, also, to share their viewpoints 

regarding the future of Instagram among organizations in Karelia.  

P3 told that her organization managed to reach very significant results by means 

of Instagram marketing:  
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“We build a community of loyal customers around our brand. Our company main-

tains relationships with these people, we always pay attention to every single mes-

sage and comment, that’s why we can be sure that our customers would always 

choose our shops and bakery products to our competitors. […] Actually, we focus on 

emotional connections with our consumers a lot and, therefore, our brand is now 

associated with a very special feeling”.  

P3’s Instagram account has almost 19 thousand followers on the platform, which 

is significantly more than the size of audience of other firms that took part in the 

research.  

P4 and P5 mentioned increased brand awareness as the major result of utilizing 

the platform. Both of them also told that Instagram profiles had positive impact 

on the way these organizations were perceived by their clients. P5 said:  

“I focus a lot on our Instagram style, since it reflects the overall concept of our salon 

and influences our brand’s reputation in a good way.”  

She also mentioned an increase in website traffic. P4 and P9 told the interviewer 

that Instagram helped them improve their restaurant’s services thanks to feed-

backs they received and, as a result, increase customer satisfaction.  

P7 was very happy with the results her salon achieved by means of Instagram 

and gave the following examples:  

“First of all, many of our clients find us on Instagram, they schedule appointments 

through Direct every day. The salon became more popular and Instagram presence 

has influenced our overall reputation. In addition, a lot of people react to Instagram 

ads, actually, I found them incredibly efficient. […] Moreover, as I can see from In-

sights, our website traffic increased due to Instagram.”  

She also believes that Instagram can be even more beneficial for business if lever-

age it in concordance with a carefully crafted strategy.   

P1, P2, P8 and P10 expressed a similar opinion that Instagram can be classified as 

a good additional channel to improve sales and gain some new customers. P1 and 

P2 even said that, despite the fact that they liked Instagram, they did not find it 

efficient for their businesses at all. However, P1 added:  



57 
 

 

“I don’t find it effective, but I also understand that that’s because I don’t pay much 

attention to it… Perhaps, I should reconsider my approach to promotion on Insta-

gram.”   

P6 said: “A certain percentage of our sales is the merit of Instagram, since we re-

ceive orders from people from different Russian cities at least every week. But, in 

general, I can’t say exactly what results we achieved through Instagram marketing, 

as we don’t measure them.” 

P8 told the researcher: “For now, I can’t say that Instagram is effective for us, some 

people find our master classes through the application, but not that many. Anyway, 

I hope it will bring us better results in the future when we start using it in accord-

ance with the promotion plan that we purchased.”  

As for the future of Instagram among organizations based in the Republic of Ka-

relia, the respondents were almost unanimous. P1 said that Instagram would def-

initely be popular but not for all types of business and not among all age groups 

of customers. P3 replied in the following words:  

“Surely, it will become more common to use Instagram by different businesses in the 

nearest future. For now, the major problem is that people are not ready for 

changes, not ready to consider new marketing channels. They underestimate the 

importance of Instagram and social media marketing manager’s job.”  

P4 and P5 said that the audience of Instagram is growing up implying that the 

older generations started using the platform as well. P5 told that “Instagram is 

moving in the right direction”, P4 expressed a similar point of view, and, also, 

added:  

“People started getting interested in the field of Instagram marketing and now they 

are ready to pay money for that”. 

P7, P8, P9 and P10 demonstrated very positive attitude regarding the future of 

Instagram in the Republic of Karelia as well. P9 noted that Instagram is con-

stantly developing and that he got excited about new features every time. P6 

said:  

“Instagram is becoming more popular. Technologies do not stand still, maybe, in 

the future something else will be created.”  



58 
 

 

She also added that Instagram marketing and the profession of social media mar-

keting manager was a bit underestimated at that moment.  

However, P2 told the interviewer: “I don’t think that Instagram will become more 

common among organizations in Karelia… Most of my customers don’t use it, for 

example. Yes, it’s quite popular among young people, but adults just don’t have time 

for that.” 

4.4 Summary of Research Findings 

In this section, the readers can familiarize themselves with the key results of this 

study. The Table 2 below presents a brief summary of the research findings.  
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Table 2. Research findings 

1. Purposes of Using Instagram 

The following purposes of using the platform were mentioned by all the participants: 
to increase brand awareness, tell about their business and attract new customers; to 
show their services and/or product range and contact information; to get feedbacks 
and improve the way they work; to announce news, offer promotions and discounts 
and to increase sales. P4, P5, P6, P7 and P10 get inspired by competitors and other 
creative accounts on Instagram. P3, P4, P7 and P9 named these goals: to build reputa-
tion and authority; to communicate with customers on a more personal level; to form 
relationships and build loyal customer base; to boost engagement rates; to conduct 
competitor analysis and to use target advertising. P3’s organization utilizes Instagram 
to build the community. P5 and P7 leverage it to increase traffic to their websites. 

2. Approach to Instagram Marketing and Business Promotion 

In general, the organizations are well informed about Instagram’s opportunities and 
utilize the main set of tools to achieve their business purposes: hashtags, geotags, Call-
to-Action-buttons and clickable links, Direct and Stories features. The representatives 
of the small and medium-sized organizations use analytics and target advertising tools 
regularly, while the micro enterprises either do not leverage them strategically or 
have not tried them at all. However, three of them consider using these features in the 
future. Using such video tools as IG TV and Livestreaming is not common among the 
participants. 
The reprsentatives of the micro renterprises P1, P2, P6, P8 and P10 do not implement 
Instagram marketing strategies and are not ready to assign managing of their Insta-
gram accounts to specialists in this field. Nevertheless, P1, P6 and P8 expressed their 
desire to start applying a more strategic approach in the future. P3, P4, P5, P9 have 
clear Instagram strategies integrated into their marketing campaigns. P7 is interested 
in hiring a person for this purpose. 
P1, P2, P6, P8 and P10 do not focus on balance of content and do not plan their posts 
on Instagram, while P7 intends to start doing it. P3, P4, P5, P9 have content strategies 
and follow the principles of content mix. The respondents consider the visual appeal 
of Instagram profile to be crucial to attract new followers, but not all of them think 
that it is a determining factor.     

3. Attitude towards Instagram 

P3, P4, P5, P7 and P9 emphasized that they managed to increase brand awareness; to 
build more deep and personal relationships with customers and develop loyal cus-
tomer base; to increase sales and improve services, due to competitor analysis and 
customers’ feedbacks; to build reputation; to increase traffic to their websites; to in-
crease customer satisfaction and to boost engagement rates. As for the representa-
tives of the micro enterprises P1, P2, P6, P8 and P10, they utilize Instagram as an addi-
tional channel to improve sales performance and gain some new customers. All in all, 
the firms were referring to qualitative KPIs during the interviews.  
All the respondents except P2 expressed positive attitude regarding the popularity of 
Instagram among organizations in the Republic of Karelia in the future. P3, P4, P5 and 
P9 believe that companies will start investing more resources in the social media sec-
tor and in Instagram marketing. Furthermore, they mentioned that the attitude to-
wards the job of social media marketing manager would change and the demand for it 
would increase. 



60 
 

 

5 Conclusion  

In this chapter, the final conclusions are presented. Furthermore, the author an-

swers the research questions.  

The first research question was: Which purposes do SMEs based in the Republic of 

Karelia that participated in the study utilize Instagram for? 

The most common purposes of using Instagram that were revealed during the 

study are: to increase brand awareness, tell about their business and, therefore, 

to attract new customers; to showcase their product range and services along 

with contact information; to get feedbacks and improve service; to announce 

news, offer promotions and discounts and, eventually, to increase sales. These 

goals were mentioned by all the participants. What is more, the organizations of-

ten leverage the platform to get inspired by competitors and other accounts and 

sometimes to increase traffic to their websites.  

In comparison with the micro-sized organizations, the small and medium-sized 

firms also mentioned such goals as building reputation and authority; communi-

cating with customers on a more personal level; forming relationships and build-

ing loyal customer base; boosting engagement rates; conducting competitor anal-

ysis and using target advertising.   

It is noteworthy to mention, that the micro enterprises are not using the applica-

tion to advertise their products/services by means of Instagram business tool. In 

contrast, the small and medium-sized organizations utilize it on a regular basis. 

Furthermore, the micro-sized organizations have no intentions to use Instagram 

specifically to develop trustful relationships and meaningful connections with 

their audiences or to build reputation, even Instagram is a great tool for that.  

The second research question was: What approach to Instagram marketing and 

business promotion on Instagram do the participants have? 

The organizations in the Republic of Karelia actively use all the main Instagram’s 

features to achieve their business objectives. However, the micro enterprises do 

not utilize analytics and target advertising tools strategically, compared to the 

small and medium-sized firms which do it on a regular basis. In contrast to the 

micro enterprises, they pay for advertising to promote their businesses, expand 
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reach and gain new customers. Furthermore, they leverage Instagram’s native 

analytics tool to evaluate the performance and optimize their strategies. Despite 

what was said, the majority of the micro enterprises consider using these 

features in the future. 

Furthermore, the micro enterprises do not implement Instagram marketing 

strategies, however, most of them have a desire to start applying a more strategic 

approach to utilizing Instagram for their business. Nevertheless, none of the 

owners of these organizations are ready to assign managing of their Instagram 

accounts to specialists in this field, due to the lack of trust or since that they want 

to take care of their profiles on their own. On the other hand, the small and me-

dium-sized enterprises either have clear Instagram strategies or are interested in 

hiring a person who would be able to manage their account strategically. Insta-

gram promotion plans are designed according to companies’ business objectives 

and integrated into their overall marketing campaigns.  

The SMEs in Karelia find the visual appeal of their profiles a crucial factor to at-

tract new followers and customers, but not all of them think that beautiful con-

tent is a determining factor. As for content strategy and following the principles 

of content mix, the micro enterprises do not focus on balance of content and do 

not plan their posts on Instagram. They primarily publish promotional and 

branded content sometimes mixing it with user-generated and engaging content 

and advertising their partners’ accounts. On the contrary, most of the small and 

medium-sized firms, pay a lot of attention to the balance, combine different types 

of content and craft proper content mix according to what best resonates with 

their audiences. As an addition, they use content calendars which are very helpful 

for the aforementioned purposes. The one organization that is not implementing 

a content plan yet, is still aware of its importance and intends to improve their 

Instagram content in the nearest future.  

Thus, it can be assumed that the small and medium-sized organizations have a 

more serious and strategic approach to Instagram. They utilize its features and 

tools more effectively and adhere to business promotion and content plans. How-

ever, some of the micro enterprises were interested in changing their tactics in 

the future and starting using Instagram more professionally as well. Further-

more, there are SMM specialists responsible for Instagram marketing in most of 
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the small and medium-sized firms, whilst most of the accounts of Karelian SMEs 

participated in the research are managed by the owners and directors of these 

organizations.  

Eventually, the last research question was: How is Instagram generally viewed by 

Karelian organizations that participated in the research? 

The answers given on the introductory question about the time when the enter-

prises started using Instagram can also be referred to this section, since, from the 

author’s point of view, they demonstrate the attitude to Instagram marketing in 

general. Based on the fact, that most of the organizations created Instagram pro-

files either when the platform became more popular in Russia in the period of 

2013-2014, or at the same time as the enterprises were established in 2015-

2017, it can be concluded that online presence on Instagram is important for 

SMEs in the Republic of Karelia. Moreover, most of the participants are rather ex-

perienced in using the application.  

The outcomes achieved by the small and medium-sized organizations through In-

stagram marketing were significantly higher, than by the micro enterprises. The 

representatives of the small and medium-sized enterprises emphasized that they 

managed to increase brand awareness, build more deep and personal relation-

ships with customers and develop loyal customer base, increase sales and im-

prove services, due to competitor analysis and customers’ feedbacks. Further-

more, such results as positive impact on reputation, more traffic to websites and 

increase in customer satisfaction and engagement rate were named. As for the 

micro enterprises, they consider Instagram mostly to be an additional channel to 

improve sales performance and gain some new customers. The firms primarily 

referred to qualitative KPIs, which could mean that it might be problematic to 

calculate the ROI on Instagram marketing.  

The majority of the SMEs believe that it will become more common to use Insta-

gram by organizations to achieve business objectives in the Republic of Karelia 

and that the phenomenon of Instagram marketing will continue to grow. How-

ever, the researcher noticed a tendency of the outlook of small and medium-sized 

enterprises on the development of Instagram marketing in the Republic of Kare-

lia being more positive. According to them, companies will start investing more 
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resources in the social media sector and in Instagram marketing. Additionally, 

they mentioned that the attitude towards the profession of social media market-

ing manager would change: the demand for it will increase. 
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6 Discussion  

6.1 Managerial Implications 

The study revealed fundamental differences in approaches to and attitude to-

wards Instagram marketing based on the organizations’ size. Small and medium-

sized firms utilize Instagram for more business purposes and set more objectives 

than micro enterprises, they are generally better informed about the outcomes 

that can be achieved by means of Instagram. Furthermore, they leverage the plat-

form more strategically and their results are significantly better.  

Based on the conclusions drawn from the research, the author is able to give 

some recommendations to managers and owners of micro enterprises regarding 

the use of Instagram marketing for business promotion. In case Instagram ac-

count is managed strategically, it can bring such results as increased brand 

awareness, trustful relationships with consumers and customer loyalty. It has 

positive impact on revenue stream, customer satisfaction, brand image and repu-

tation. Therefore, Instagram marketing strategy should be integrated into organi-

zation’s overall marketing campaign and aligned with its business objectives. It 

should be also optimized throughout time depending on whether the targets 

were achieved or not. Moreover, it is crucial to analyze and evaluate Instagram 

performance considering qualitative and quantitative key performance indica-

tors to be aware of return on investment on Instagram, maintain growth and 

make necessary adjustments to the strategy. Strategic approach to Instagram 

marketing implies a lot of communication with customers, crafting a business 

promotion plan, combining different types of content in a profile and measure-

ment of the results. These processes require substantial time commitment, the 

necessary skill-set, financial resources, therefore, owners and directors of micro 

enterprises should consider hiring a social media marketing specialist for this 

purpose in order to achieve better results and promote their business on Insta-

gram more efficiently.  

As for the other practical implications, the following thesis can be used as a com-

prehensive guide to Instagram marketing. The theoretical basis contains a lot of 

useful information regarding Instagram advantages for business, purposes for 
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which it can be leveraged along with the explanations how various Instagram’s 

features and tools can help achieve them. Furthermore, the author discussed the 

importance of content strategy and how it can be designed, the evaluation of per-

formance and how the results can be measured, challenges connected to using 

the platform and ways to overcome them. Finally, the conclusions were drawn, 

and future trends were presented proving the fact that Instagram presence is 

crucial to businesses today.  

6.2 Limitations and Ideas for Future Research  

The research sample chosen for this study consisted of various enterprises: of 

different size, nature of business, product-based and service-based. Due to time 

constraints, the author compared attitudes towards and approaches to Instagram 

marketing based only on the organizations’ size. Therefore, further researches 

can examine the differences depending on the other factors as well. Large compa-

nies can be also included in further studies.  

The project was also limited by region – the Republic of Karelia, thus, the re-

search findings could not be applied to other areas. The author assumes that 

there must be interesting differences in the way Instagram marketing is imple-

mented in the central regions and more remote parts of the country. Therefore, 

future research can be aimed at comparing different areas to reveal the differ-

ences in the results achieved to draw the attention of companies to the im-

portance of social media marketing and, particularly, Instagram marketing in to-

day’s business world.   

Furthermore, qualitative methods were used for the following study, as the pur-

pose was to provide general understanding of the phenomenon. However, fur-

ther research can be implemented using quantitative data collection methods as 

well such as questionnaires and surveys. Qualitative study is limited by the fact 

that it is not possible to objectively verify the research findings. On the other 

hand, quantitative research can provide standardized and more accurate data, 

which after being analyzed can help present numerical comparisons and statis-

tics, discover some patterns and precise facts.  
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6.3 Assessment of the Research Quality  

Reliability is concerned with the consistency of research. It is assessed based on 

whether it is possible to achieve the identical results in case the study is con-

ducted by another person or on other occasions. (Saunders et al., 156.) However, 

the findings derived from qualitative research reflect the certain circumstances 

and the time when they were collected. Therefore, qualitative studies do not nec-

essarily imply that is case the research is re-conducted the results would be very 

likely the same. As for validity, qualitative research is valid if the respondent is 

involved in the problem area and expresses their viewpoints freely on the basis 

of their knowledge. As a result, the researcher can get acquainted with a social 

phenomenon from another person’s perspective and get a deeper understanding 

of it. Subsequently, the following study is valid, since the interviewees were a 

part of the problem area and spoke freely on the topic. (ibid. 327-328.)  

Unstandardized interviews such as semi-structured interviews chosen as the 

data collection method for the following study may cause concerns regarding re-

liability of data. For instance, such issues as interviewer and interviewee bias 

should be taken into consideration. Interviewer bias means that interviewer’s be-

havior during the interview, e.g. nonverbal communication, possible comments 

and tone of voice, can influence the way respondents answer the questions. Bias 

may also occur at the stage of the interpretation of the responses. Furthermore, 

interviewee bias implies that the value of the information provided by the inter-

viewees might depend on the way they perceive the interviewer or on the inter-

viewer’s competence. Moreover, interviewee bias can be caused by the partici-

pants’ behavior as well, for example, they can answer a question only partially, 

omit some of the information or avoid discussing sensitive aspects. (ibid. 326-

327.)  

Speaking about the given study, the author tried to avoid interviewer and inter-

viewee bias to ensure the data quality. The researcher did not impose predeter-

mined answers during the interviews and did not editorialize the responses, she 

stayed neutral throughout the whole research process while conducting the in-

terviews, analyzing and interpreting the data. The interviews were held in closed 
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rooms in comfortable atmosphere and without any distraction factors. Further-

more, ten interviews in total were conducted and there were many similarities 

and resemblances in the responses which indicates that the saturation point was 

reached. The following factors can provide credibility to the validity and reliabil-

ity of this research.  

Generalizability or external validity is another issue that should be taken into ac-

count which is connected to the possibility to apply the results to other research 

settings (ibid., 158). The following study is limited by the certain organizations 

which representatives were interviewed and by the certain area – the Republic of 

Karelia. Hence, the research findings could not reflect the way Instagram market-

ing is implemented by SMEs in general. However, the results and managerial rec-

ommendations given by the author can still be helpful and beneficial for other 

micro, small and medium-sized enterprises as well.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 1  
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Appendix 2. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 2  
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Appendix 3. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 3  
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Appendix 4. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 4  
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Appendix 5. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 5  
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Appendix 6. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 6  
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Appendix 7. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 7  
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Appendix 8. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 8  
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Appendix 9. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 9  
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Appendix 10. Screenshots from Instagram of Participant 10  
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Appendix 11. Interview guide  

Introduction 

Introducing  

Briefing 

Confidentiality 

Theme 1:  Purposes of using Instagram  

1) When did your organization start using Instagram? 

2) Which business purposes do you leverage the platform for? 

Possible answer options: 

- to increase brand awareness, to tell about the business 
- to show the services and product range  
- to build reputation and authority 
- to humanize a brand and communicate with customers on a more per-
sonal level  
- to form relationships and to build loyal customer base   
- to grow a community 
- to provide customer service, customer support and after-sales services 
- to get feedback 
- to boost engagement rates 
- to make competitor analysis 
- to get inspired by competitors and/or other accounts 
- to use target advertising 
- to drive traffic to company’s website 
- to announce company and industry news, offer promotions and dis-
counts 
- to increase sales 
- anything else? 
 

Theme 2: Approach to Instagram marketing and business promotion on Insta-

gram  

3) What Instagram’s features and tools help you achieve your business ob-

jectives and how?  

4) Do you have an Instagram marketing strategy? Is Instagram marketing in-

tegrated into your overall marketing campaign or social media marketing 

plan? 

5) How do you plan your content on Instagram? Do you pay attention to con-

tent mix and to visual appeal of your profile? 
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Theme 3: Attitude towards Instagram  

6) What results have you managed to achieve by means of Instagram? 

7) What do you think about the future of Instagram and its popularity among 

organizations in Karelia?   

Extra comments 


