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Introduction 

Social media have become significant tools used in digital communications strategies.  

Public relations professionals are often using social platforms as a primary option for managing 

information about a brand. With 3.196 billion global users, social media eliminate the walls 

between members of the public and a brand (Kemp, 2018). Social media have also created a 

space that makes it easier to promote and protect a brand while also interacting with consumers 

(2018). More recently, a new form of media has been embedded within social media itself: 

disposable content. In my study, I define disposable content as social media content that has a 

build in self-destruct mechanism. A few seconds after viewing the content, it disappears from 

eyesight. Within 24 hours, the content permanently disappears. Disposable content is new to 

social media and has also been called ephemeral content. For the purpose of this study, I have 

chosen to refer to the content as disposable content because the term “ephemerality” has been 

used to describe the process of content disappearing (Charteris, 2014). I am focusing on the 

content itself, not the process, therefore I have chosen to use the term “disposable content.” 

Scholars have done research about the effectiveness of using traditional social media in a 

professional setting, but almost no research has been done on the use of disposable content by 

brands. 

The question then becomes, how can brands most effectively use disposable content? For 

my study, I focus on Instagram because it is one of the most popular applications used by brands 

to create disposable content (Instagram Stories) (Instagram, & TechCrunch, 2018). Instagram is 

a social network that allows communication between users in the form of photos or videos 

(Driver, 2018). An article on Forbes states that “According to Instagram, 80 percent of users 

follow at least one brand and 60 percent hear about a new product through the app. Over 120 
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million Instagram users have visited a website, direct messaged or emailed a business through 

the app and 30 percent of users have bought a product that they discovered on Instagram” (Ward, 

2018). Instagram Stories allow brands to tell short stories in photo or video form about products 

and services. It creates brand loyalty and increases chances of purchases and referrals (Boachie, 

2018). Brands may benefit by studying the best practices a brand can use when posting 

disposable content. The purpose of this study is to use a survey and focus group to examine 

Millennials’ and Generation Z’s opinions about how brands can best utilize Instagram Stories. 

According to the Pew Research Center, and for the purpose of this study, anyone born between 

1981 and 1996 is considered a Millennial and anyone born between 1997 and 2019 is considered 

part of Generation Z (Dimock, 2019). I am studying these generations because they have been 

recognized to be the most active social media users (Smith and Anderson, 2018).  

This research aims to understand what type of content Millennial and Generation Z 

consumers prefer brands to post on Instagram Stories. Using the uses and gratification theory 

(Katz and Blumler, 1973), this study also examines why consumers increasingly use social 

media, making social media valuable tools for brands. The uses and gratifications theory 

explains how people use media for their needs and gratifications and dives deeper into how 

people affect media instead of how the media affect people (1973). Understanding how people 

use media can give brands insight into what users want and need to see from brands on social 

media. The information gained from this study will provide brands and public relations 

professionals with valuable information to help brands accomplish their objectives and 

implement their social media strategies.  
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Objective of research 

The objective of this research is to provide brands with valuable insights about Instagram 

Stories. The data collected from this research will allow brands to produce quality content and 

accomplish their social media goals. One year after its launch, Instagram Stories topped 300 

million daily users (Facebook & TechCrunch, 2018). For this reason, it is crucial to analyze what 

content consumers like brands to post on Instagram Stories.  

 

Literature Review 

Social media have revolutionized the way brands and consumers interact. Social media 

created a shift from one-way communication to two-way communication, allowing brands to 

focus on enhancing the consumer experience. One-way communication is linear and limited 

because it occurs in a straight line from sender to receiver and serves to inform, persuade or 

command (“Boston,” 2006). Two-way communication includes feedback from the receiver to the 

sender. Both sender and receiver listen to each other, gather information and are willing to make 

changes to work together in harmony (2006). The evolution of social media and two-way 

communication encouraged brand marketing on social media to be less about pushing messages 

out to consumers and more about being part of dynamic conversations, listening and creating 

relevant content to earn consumer trust (Woodcock, 2011). By creating active conversations and 

engagement through social media, brands and consumers are connecting on a more intimate level 

by humanizing the communication and by satisfying the functional and emotional needs of the 

consumers (Tont, 2014). Overall, social media have become popular marketing tools for brands 

because social media are inexpensive ways to reach more consumers and have the ability to 

increase brand and consumer relationships (2014).  
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It is important to understand why social media have become popular tools in order to 

understand the opportunity brands have to enhance brand-consumer relationships. The uses and 

gratification theory, developed by Elihu Katz and Jay Blumler, aims to explain the relationship 

between an audience and how the audience uses media. Katz and Blumler originally argued that 

“people purposefully use media to fulfill certain needs, though those needs are not always 

fulfilled” (Katz & Blumler, 1973, p. 509). Katz and Blumler define needs as “the combined 

product of psychological dispositions, sociological factors, and environmental conditions that 

motivate media use. Gratifications are the perceived fulfillment of a need through an activity, 

such as media use” (1973, p. 516-517). There are eight key elements to the theory: our 

psychological and social environment, our needs and motives to communicate, the media, our 

attitudes and expectations about the media, functional alternatives to using the media, our 

communication behavior, and the outcomes or consequences of our behavior (Bryant & Oliver, 

2009). 

According to professor Alan M. Rubin, a communications and media researcher at Kent 

State University, the uses and gratifications theory is a psychological communication perspective 

that stresses individual use and choice (Ward, 2016). Rubin created a contemporary view of the 

uses and gratifications theory. He states that there are five key assumptions to the theory. The 

first assumption states that “media users typically use media in active, strategic, and purposeful 

ways, to fulfill goals” (2016, p. 189). People use media in order to strategically accomplish 

objectives. This type of media use is known as instrumental media use. People are often active 

participants, choosing media and media content. This assumption also draws on the idea that 

there is ritualized media use, which is habitual and may not even be conscious (Bryant & Oliver, 

2009). In terms of social media, consumers actively choose the content they want to see and 
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interact with. Stackla recently conducted their 2017 Consumer Content Report, surveying 2,000 

adults in the U.S., UK and Australia. The goal of the survey was to discover what content users 

create, trust, reference, and are influenced by. Results showed that consumers crave authenticity 

more than ever. The study defined authenticity as influential content and also found that 

consumers consider user-generated content to be the most authentic. The study revealed that 86 

percent of people say authenticity is important when deciding what brands they like and support. 

An overwhelming 90 percent of Millennials say brand authenticity is important. This shows that 

younger consumers prefer 'real and organic' over 'perfect and packaged’ content (Stackla, 2017). 

 The study also found that consumers disconnect with brands that try to fake authenticity 

by posting content that appears to be user-generated content, but is actually created by the brand. 

On average, adults can correctly identify if an image was created by a professional or generated 

by a consumer 70 percent of the time (2017). The study revealed that 20 percent of consumers 

(and 30 percent of Millennials) have unfollowed a brand on social media because they felt the 

brand’s content was inauthentic (2017). It is important for brands to understand what consumers 

want because as the first assumption states, consumers choose media and media content. A brand 

that uses social media effectively, by researching what consumers want, will gain more attraction 

and followers. Brands must also take consumer needs into consideration. 

The second assumption states that “people select and use media to fulfill certain needs, 

though those needs are not always obtained” (Ward, 2016, p. 189). This assumption argues that 

media users often have some goal in mind because, as stated in assumption one, media use is 

generally purposeful and strategic. The uses and gratifications theory as a whole suggests that the 

ultimate goal is to fulfill certain needs. This goal may not always be fulfilled, but is usually the 
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reason for media use (2016). Based on this assumption, consumers use social media in order to 

fulfill certain needs. 

Consumers often go on social media in order to be more socially aware and active. 

Research conducted by professors Glynn Mangold and David Faulds on people’s motivations for 

social media use found that participants perceived social needs as the largest reason for them to 

use social media. Social media consumers like to network and interact with other consumers who 

share similar interests and ideas (Mangold and Faulds, 2009). Social networks and brand 

community studies have found that an essential motivation for consumers to join brand pages is 

the need to feel socially connected that comes from the need for belongingness or affiliation. 

“The belongingness motivation stimulates goal-directed activity that satisfies people's desires for 

a sense of belonging” (Baumeister and Leary, 1995, p. 513). The two main components of 

belongingness are (1) people require frequent interactions with other people and (2) the 

interpersonal bond has to be perceived as a long-term, stable, and loving relationship (1995). 

Brands can use social media to connect with loyal customers and create a sense of belonging by 

interacting with consumers and showing a sense of consistency and dedication on social media 

pages. Consistency leads to familiarity. Familiarity with a brand and its story is an important 

driver of authenticity (Chahal, 2017). A brand must also understand its target audience in order 

to understand what type of content to produce so that the brand’s social media accounts provide 

appealing and welcoming environments for consumers. 

The third assumption states that “people’s social environment and individual 

predispositions shape their expectations toward the media” (Ward, 2016, pg. 190). The 

assumption suggests that social environments and personality traits influence how people select 

and use media. People have a limited number of functional alternatives, meaning that there are 
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only a certain amount of available communication channels and people have different 

communication channels available. This availability (or lack of availability) influences what 

media channel people use to satisfy needs. This assumption also draws on the idea that people’s 

personalities influence how people interact with the media. For example, research has shown that 

people who have a low self-esteem may be more interested in posting on social media because it 

allows them to feel connected to others without the fear of rejection (2016). There is also 

research that suggests the opposite: people with low self-esteem may be less interested in posting 

on social media (Flaxington, 2016).  

It is key for brands to identify a target audience that they want to create a relationship 

with. Instead of trying to appeal to all individuals, by identifying a target audience, brands can 

post more authentic content that is directed towards a certain population. This will create a more 

personal feeling and connection between a brand and its followers (Chahal, 2017). Research also 

shows that consumers join brand communities because of the groups’ identities with which they 

can associate (Muk, A., & Chung, C., 2014). Brands can utilize this insight by creating 

communities of like-minded consumers who can share their interests and values with one 

another. Consumers will be more drawn to a brand if they can create a space for like-minded 

consumers because, as the third assumption states, social environments and personality traits 

influence how people select and use media (Ward, 2016). If a brand can create a positive space 

for people with similar personalities and opinions, consumers will be willing to interact with the 

brand itself as well as other consumers who follow the brand. 

         Not only do brands have to identify consumers’ needs, they also need to compete with 

other brands to best fulfill those needs. The fourth assumption argues that “media compete with 

other forms of communication to fulfill a user’s needs and wants” (Ward, 2016, p. 192). If a user 
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is looking for a new healthy bread brand, the determining factor could be the social media 

presence. If one brand of bread has a fun and popular Instagram account, a consumer may feel as 

though that brand is “better” because of its appearance and brand-consumer activity and 

relationships (2016). For this reason, it is important for brands to use social media in order to 

compete with other brands. The second part to the fourth assumption is that media compete with 

other forms of communication to fulfill needs (2016). This fits directly into a brand’s social 

media presence and image. Consumers will connect more with a brand based on personality, 

social situation, and the degree to which the medium fulfills the need (2016). In a world where 

social media is becoming increasingly popular, it is often easy for consumers to use social media 

to find and connect with a brand. Furthermore, the image and presence the brand has on social 

media may influence a consumer’s feelings about the brand. 

         The final assumption is that “people are typically more influential than the media, though 

not always” (2016, p. 193). A study conducted to examine factors that affect consumers’ 

intentions to join brand pages suggests that young U.S. consumers’ intentions to join brand pages 

are positively related to the normative influence exerted on them by their important referents. 

The influence may come from friends’ invitations to join brand pages on social media (Muk, A., 

& Chung, C., 2014). Further research suggests that exchanging information and staying in touch 

with and getting social support from friends motivates people to join social networks or online 

communities. Getting information or feedback from friends on social media facilitates the social 

bonds that help foster a sense of belonging (Pempek, Yermolayeva, and Calvert, 2009). Dr. Kyle 

Matsuba, psychology researcher at Kwantlen Polytechnic University, conducted a study in order 

to better understand how Internet use relates to psychological well-being, relationships, the self 

and identity. He found that Millennials use social networks to interact with people whom they 
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know and trust. They also depend on one another for validation of their brand and product 

choices. In this instance, the positive relationship between belongingness and subjective norms 

strengthens the effects of normative influence on intentions. Therefore accepting social media 

friends’ invitations to join brand pages is an action meant to keep up relationships, maintain 

social bonds, and validate brand choice (Matsuba, 2006). 

      At the core, audience activity (the utility, intentionality, selectivity, and involvement of 

the audience with the media) is key to the uses and gratifications theory (Bryant & Oliver, 2008). 

People’s social and psychological circumstances often guide, filter, or mediate behavior. Social 

and psychological circumstances often involve lifestyle, life position and personality. To name a 

few, life satisfaction, mobility, loneliness, and mood can determine media behavior (2008). 

People may use social media in order to satisfy these needs. For example, a feeling of loneliness 

can cause a person to use social media in order to seek companionship, presumably to 

compensate for little social interaction (2008). Professor Wang and research assistants Tchernex 

and Solloway at the Ohio State University School of Communication conducted a study on social 

media use, needs, and gratifications among college students. The study found that participants 

perceived social needs as the largest reason for them to use social media (Wang, Tchernev, and 

Solloway, 2012). Earlier findings found similar results, suggesting that people perceiving higher 

interpersonal support seek social media to gratify their needs, especially for emotional and social 

needs. The study found that social needs are perceived to be the largest force propelling 

individuals to social media. Social media has been found to provide unprecedented convenience 

and efficiency for creating, maintaining, and strengthening social relationships (2012). Social 

media allows for self-disclosure and social interactions due to the opportunities it gives, such as a 

removal of geographic boundaries and the network of friends that it creates. Interpersonal 
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relationships may be strengthened by self-disclosure and social media enables wide and quick 

distribution of self-disclosed information (2012). Although satisfying social needs is said to be 

the largest reason to use social media, social media is also used among Millenials in order to 

satisfy emotional needs, cognitive needs and habitual needs (2012). Overall, social media 

provides a more controllable environment in which people can not only strategically present 

themselves, but brands can strategically present themselves as well. 

 In order to create an effective social media content strategy, brands must understand the 

content that consumers like (Sprout Social, 2018). Sprout Social released information about 

social media consumers in the 2018 Sprout Social Index. The data referenced in the Index is 

based on 1,253 consumer respondents and 2,060 marketer respondents (2018). According to the 

Index report, consumers look for discounts or sales (72%), posts that showcase new products or 

services (60%) and posts that teach something (59%) (2018). Engaging in conversation with 

customers has been shown to strengthen relationships between brands and their customers. 

Responding to queries in instant messages, retweeting or engaging with content and sharing 

customer feedback all help strengthen connections with a brand’s community (2018).  

Hootsuite conducted a survey of more than 3,000 Hootsuite customers in late 2018. 

Results were consistent with Sprout Social’s Index Report. Hootsuite also found that consumers 

want to feel like they are a part of a community when they follow a brand (Copp, 2018). The 

survey found that consumers want brands to generate transparent and quality engagement. 

Consumers want brands to create communities and share insightful and researched content. This 

allows users to talk to one another as well as the brand itself (2018). In order to create a strong 

community on social media, brands can create a short, easy-to-remember branded hashtag that 

brings the brand’s community together around a common interest. This allows brands to align 
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users around the brand’s value or purpose, rather than just offering products or services. 

Generating lively discussions around customers’ interests was also found to be an effective way 

to bring a brand’s community together (2018).  

 Engaging with consumers is important for building a strong brand community (Sprout 

Social, 2018). Sprout Social’s 2018 Index Report also mentioned that engaging with a brand’s 

audience is important and in order to do so, a brand should have a strategy for sharing content 

that aligns with the values of the brand. A brand should share content that is relevant to its 

industry, aligns with its ethics and highlights its brand purpose (2018). In order to create content 

that aligns with a brand’s values, members of the Forbes Communications Council 

recommended brands to create content that promotes the philosophy of the brand, showcases the 

value it places on its employees, shares inspiration that drives the brand’s vision, and shows 

behind-the-scenes footage. Consumers also like to be informed about new departments, new 

employees, and interviews with employees. In the end, being real and authentic creates 

engagement (Forbes Communication Council, 2018).  

Although brands use many different social media platforms, brands are increasingly using 

Instagram to capture the attention of consumers. Instagram launched in 2010 and is “a mobile 

photo (and video) capturing and sharing service” (Hu & Manikonda & Kambhampati, 2014, 

p.595). Since its launch, according to the Pew Research Center, Instagram has become one of the 

most used social media platforms (Smith & Anderson, 2018). Using the uses and gratifications 

theory, researchers have examined why consumers like to use Instagram. Consumers’ intentions 

of Instagram are unique compared to other social media platforms because it is image-based. 

Instagram is a photo-sharing platform where photos get “likes” from the users, allowing users to 
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share pictures or videos of what they were doing, where they were and whom they were with 

(Sheldon & Bryant, 2016).   

 To provide a baseline understanding of Instagram users, a study was conducted to 

uncover the structural dimensions of consumers’ motives for using Instagram. The study was 

published in Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking; a premier peer-reviewed 

journal for authoritative research on understanding the social, behavioral, and psychological 

impact of today's social networking practices. A total of 212 Instagram users completed a 

comprehensive survey in which they evaluated their motivation, primary activities, use intention, 

and attitude regarding Instagram. The study suggests that Instagram users have five primary 

social and psychological motives: social interaction, archiving, self-expression, escapism, and 

peeking (Lee, Eunji, 2015). 

      Similar to previous uses and gratifications theory research conducted on social media, 

this study found that social interaction is a main reason why people use Instagram. Instagram 

users are motivated to establish and maintain social relationships with other people using the 

platform. Furthermore, the study found that people use Instagram to dispel their loneliness, meet 

others, and to earn social support. People use Instagram to record daily events and traces, which 

results in a personal documentary through images. By utilizing the images, users are able to 

express themselves by presenting personalities, lifestyles, and tastes (Lee, Eunji, 2015). The 

study suggests that Instagram has become an empowering self-presentation medium and people 

use Instagram to escape from their real lives. Instagram users like to engage with friends, family, 

and other people they have never met offline before, such as celebrities (2015). Sprout’s 2018 

Social Index further supports research suggesting that consumers use Instagram for social 
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interaction. The Index found that engaging with friends and family, entertainment and inspiration 

are the top reasons why consumers use Instagram (Sprout Social, 2018).  

There are useful implications for marketers that can be taken from this research. 

Understanding why consumers use Instagram provides an opportunity for marketers to tap into 

the huge branding potential of this rising marketing communication tool. By applying the uses 

and gratifications theory, marketers can understand what specific motives and needs consumers 

have regarding their use of Instagram and how brands can satisfy and gratify them in order to 

better the consumer–brand relationship. 

 Consumers like Instagram because of its ability to tell stories visually (Chan, 2017). 

Storytelling is an intrinsic human characteristic. With the evolution of technology, stories that 

were once told around campfires and carved into cave walls are now being presented through 

technological devices. Storytelling took a unique turn with the creation of social media (Harding, 

2018). With the rise of social media, brands and stories began to experiment more by creating 

unique content, but social media use by brands became too polished and too focused on purely 

advertising products and services. Consumers craved content that they could relate to. Relatable 

content, content that is customized to a brand’s audience so that it can be applied to their life, 

became apparent when Snapchat entered the social media world and developed a new form of 

storytelling, disposable content (2018). 

Most marketers and researchers use Snapchat in order to make assumptions about how 

brands can best utilize disposable content. Snapchat has gained the attention of marketers 

because it is credited with being the first social media platform to use disposable content. 

Snapchat originally provided a space to send written messages and photos (snaps) directly to 

friends. The snaps disappeared after a specific number of seconds, with a maximum of 10, 
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specified by the sender. As Snapchat became more popular, new features and elements continued 

to be introduced. New features have grabbed the attention of marketers and the media, one being 

Snapchat Stories. Snapchat Stories were introduced in October 2013, and are known as one of 

the first forms of disposable content (media content that “self-destructs” after 24 hours) seen on a 

social media platform. Snapchat Stories allow for the compilation of individual snaps into a 

narrative that can be viewed multiple times during a 24-hour period. After opening the Snapchat 

application, the camera opens first, which allows users to share stories that are happening in real-

time, with real people. The content disappears after 24 hours, causing less heavy content 

curation, meaning that the content is posted with less thought compared to content that does not 

disappear in a short period of time, which often requires more thought before posting (Harding, 

2018).  

Snapchat Stories marked a turning point in the marketing world for businesses and 

organizations. Snapchat Stories provided a new space for businesses and organizations to share 

content with consumers (Heine, 2015). Marketing and outreach via social media can often be 

described as a form of digital storytelling, weaving together the organization’s narrative to 

connect with buyers and users. Snapchat provides a way to connect with users in a unique and 

genuine way, which demands their complete attention, if only for a few seconds. Overall, 

Snapchat created a space for brands to capitalize on digital storytelling while targeting the 

Millennial and Generation Z populations (2015). 

The new marketing tactic, sparked by disposable content, led Adweek to call 2015 the 

year of Snapchat (Shontell, 2015). Adweek stated that Snapchat has become “a media and 

marketing force to be reckoned with,” as it partners with brands such as the NFL, Burberry and 

Goldman Sachs, making it the “go-to place for Millennial marketing” (2015). Snapchat’s website 
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includes an advertising section that claims that the application is the best way to reach 13-to 34-

year-olds (2015). In the third quarter of 2018, Snapchat had 186 million daily active users 

worldwide (“Snap Inc.”, 2018). 

The Pew Research Center reports that Snapchat is the third most popular social media 

platform for teens (13-17) behind Facebook and Instagram (Lenhart, 2015). If Snapchat is less 

popular than Instagram, but was still named as one of the best marketing applications for 

Millennial marketing, then Instagram Stories could have great potential, especially because 

brands are more attracted to Instagram (Instagram, & TechCrunch, 2018). Brands are drawn to 

Instagram because it has a larger audience. In June 2018, Instagram reached 1 billion monthly 

active users (2018). Instagram is also primarily visual and marketers have discovered that visuals 

are the best way to communicate and get a message across to people (Sharma, 2018). Marketers 

now prefer to use visuals in their social media marketing mix (2018). When it comes to 

memorizing, the human brain can process visual text at a faster speed than any other form of 

text. Humans have the ability to read 36,000 visual messages in one hour, which means that it 

takes one second to notice 10 visuals (Kaparaboina, 2017). Humans find visual content attractive 

and appealing; therefore, visually attractive content helps to increase the engagement rate on 

social media platforms. Content shared in the form of images gets more views than content in the 

form of text, and visually shared content is likely to be shared more on social media networking 

websites (2017).  

Instagram is rated as the best social media application for visual content because it is an 

entirely visually platform and the news feed is filled with visual content (Sharma, 2018). 

Instagram Stories quickly usurped Snapchat in terms of users. According to CNN Business, the 

company, owned by Facebook, announced on Thursday, June 28, 2018, that more than 400 
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million people use Instagram Stories each day, which is an increase of 150 million in one year. 

This makes Instagram Stories twice as popular as Snapchat Stories. Within eight months of its 

launch, Instagram Stories surpassed Snapchat's daily active user count (Yurieff, 2018). If brands 

are looking to capture consumers’ attention through social media stories, Instagram should be 

used.  

When Instagram was first launched, the press blog said the following: “Today, we’re 

introducing Instagram Stories, a new feature that lets you share all the moments of your day” 

(“Instagram,” 2016). The company repeatedly emphasized the affordance of careless sharing 

every moment, sharing to stay connected, and providing evidence by adding context. These are 

all affordances that are, in their own ways, related to the concept of disposable content (2016). 

Furthermore, when Instagram Stories launched, the company emphasized that “Instagram has 

always been a place to share the moments you want to remember. Now you can share your 

highlights and everything in between, too” (2016). The platform emphasizes the temporal 

experience mainly to inspire users to feel they are part of something special or unique (2016). 

Facebook, the company that owns Instagram, surveyed almost 10,000 people who use 

Instagram at least once a week from Brazil, Indonesia, the UK and the US in order to get a better 

understanding of what people use Instagram Stories for and what that means for marketers 

looking to maximize their Instagram performance (Facebook Business, 2018). The top finding 

was that people use Stories for more immediate, impromptu content. The survey asked 

participants when they preferred Instagram Stories over the Instagram feed. There were two 

consistent themes found from the responses. The first theme is that people use Instagram Stories 

to see what friends are doing at the moment. This suggests that Instagram Stories function as a 

way to bring people closer together in real time (2018). The second theme is that people use 
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Instagram Stories when they want to see unfiltered, authentic content, meaning that they want to 

see everyday moments (2018). That data suggests that people are looking for more light-hearted, 

in-the-moment content in Stories. This means that Instagram Stories provides a space for brands 

to create comedic, relatable content (2018). Consumers want to feel connected with a brand and 

Instagram Stories gives brands a space to do exactly that. Overall, the main finding is that people 

are looking to Stories for real-time, engaging, and active content (2018).  

In order to better understand what content brands need to produce on Instagram Stories, 

brands need to understand who consumers are. Strategic Analysis and Content Writer Duncan 

Kavanagh found that consumers are driven to disposable content because it can paint an 

authentic, behind-the-scenes, more ‘human’ picture of a brand and its vision. Disposable content 

can also cause consumers to feel as though they will miss out on something if they don’t stay 

engaged with a brand. This occurs due to the illusion of exclusivity. Authenticity from brands 

has become important for consumers. Kavanagh states that authenticity has become one of the 

most powerful marketing tools of today. Authentic brands are brands that lead with truth and 

transparency. Brands who are authentic focus on consumers and focus on the human element that 

drives connections rather than the brand element (Kavanagh, 2018). In other terms, brands that 

focus on their consumers instead of solely the brand are seen as more authentic. 

Kavanagh suggests that disposable content consumers are made up of both males and 

females, with a 52% to 48% split respectively. This audience is predominantly younger Internet 

users: over two thirds fall in the 16-34 age range. This audience is known to be aspirational 

individuals who are very forward thinking, motivated and career focused. Technology is 

important to this group and they thrive off of innovation and boldness. Their consumption is 

spread across devices and platforms. Kavanagh found that disposable content consumers spend 
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an average of 36 minutes more online than the general population. The group enjoys being 

constantly connected (2018). This data is consistent with a Pew Research survey conducted to 

analyze the distribution of Instagram users worldwide as of January 2019, by age and gender. 

The results indicated that 65 percent of Instagram Users fall between the ages of 18-24, 31 

percent consisting of males and 34 percent consisting of females (We Are Social, & 

DataReportal, & Hootsuite, 2019). This data suggests that Instagram users are similar to 

disposable content consumers.  

Overall, Instagram Story and disposable content consumers, in general, are mostly made 

up of people in the Millennial and Generation Z age ranges. These consumers want fresh and 

exciting content. They want to try the newest products and services. Disposable content 

consumers are status seeking and want to maintain their appearance and online reputation 

(Kavanagh, 2018). “They’re approximately twice as likely as the average person to advocate a 

brand if it enhances their online reputation, if they have insider knowledge about the brand, if 

they have access to exclusive content or services, or if they have a personal relationship with a 

brand” (2018). These facts demonstrate the idea that disposable content consumers want brands 

to make them feel valued and special (2018). This plays on the idea of authenticity. These 

consumers do not want brands forcing content about the brand on them, rather, they want more 

personalized content that makes it feel as though the brand wants to connect with them and 

understand them more. A more personal connection may be needed in order to capture the 

attention of consumers through disposable content.  

 

Specific Research Question 

RQ: How can brands most effectively use Instagram Stories? 
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Approach/Methodology: 

General Approach/Methodology: 

In this study, a quantitative research survey was created to analyze what content 

consumers prefer brands to post on Instagram Stories. This study also used a focus group to 

facilitate an in depth conversation about what content consumers prefer brands to post on 

Instagram Stories. The research study’s purpose was to discover how brands can best utilize 

Instagram Stories in order to help brands create effective social media strategies and accomplish 

brand objectives. 

 

Survey Approach/Methodology:  

 An online survey was created on Qualtrics in order to gain insight into consumers’ 

opinions about social media use by brands, mostly focusing on Instagram Stories. The survey 

consisted of four sections: consent to participate, demographic questions, general social media 

questions, and Instagram Story questions. There was a total of 26 questions consisting of 

multiple choice, likert agreement scale, and open-ended questions. There were 48 completed 

responses.   

 

Focus Group Approach/Methodology: 

A focus group was conducted in order to gain more in depth input about the use of 

Instagram Stories by brands. Focus group participants were asked to follow HelloFresh and the 

North Face for one week. They were asked to record what they liked and disliked about each 

brand’s Instagram Stories. The focus group was conducted one week after the participants were 

asked to follow the accounts. HelloFresh and the North Face were chosen to be examined 
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because they both have a unique and distinct Instagram Story content style. HelloFresh focuses 

on consumer engagement. The content is usually colorful, simple, engaging, and interactive. The 

content is also more curated content that seems ‘perfect and packaged’ rather than organic (See 

Appendix Section One). The North Face often uses videos in their Instagram Stories, although 

they do post a mix of videos and pictures. The content keeps active with a consistent theme of 

passion for the outdoors and often shows how its products are amazing to use in the great 

outdoors. The content often highlights real life experiences (See Appendix Section Two).  

 
 

Research Population & Recruitment Methods 

Research Population: 

This study’s research population included people between the ages of 13 and 40 years 

old. Millennials and Gen. Z’s were recruited to participate. This study focused on Millenials and 

Generation Z’s because research has shown that Millennials are the first truly digital generation 

and older Gen. Z’s are following in their footsteps. Research has also shown that these populations 

are expected to increase their Instagram usage (NapoleonCat, 2018). Millennials also have a lot of 

purchasing power. Accenture, a global management consulting and professional services firm, 

conducted proprietary global market research on the shopping behaviors of 6,000 consumers, of 

which 1,707 were Millennials, across eight countries. Based on results, the Millennial population 

is projected to spend $1.4 trillion annually and represent 30 percent of total retail sales in the 

United States by 2020 (Donnelly, 2018). It is also important to study the upcoming generation, 

Generation Z, because even though the generation is still evolving and being researched, it is 

estimated that Generation Z is about to take over from Millennials as the demographic with the 

most significant purchasing power (El-Arifi, 2018). Generation Z has also grown up immersed in 
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technology and social media. For Generation Z, online communities are driving purchasing, and 

trust is key. Generation Z looks for authenticity and wants to buy from brands that they trust 

(2018). Brands should study the upcoming generation in order to understand how marketing 

tactics will need to change in the near future to appeal to this generation. For this reason, it is 

critical for brands to create an appealing space for this age range of consumers in order to achieve 

their social media objectives. 

 

Survey Recruitment Methods: 

There were 48 people who completed the survey. There was no compensation for the 

survey. A convenience sample was taken by posting a link to the survey on Facebook and 

Instagram in order to gain participants. A convenience sample was taken due to time and money, 

and because many of my social media followers fall into the older Generation Z/ young 

Millennial range, which is the target audience for this research. The survey was posted on 

January 15, 2019. 

 

Focus Group Recruitment Methods: 

The focus group included four students from the University of Oregon who were enrolled 

in a Strategic Social Media class. Students received extra credit for  participating in the focus 

group. The focus group was conducted on January 31, 2019.  
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Survey Results: 
 

Sample Demographics 

A convenience sample was taken by posting the survey on Facebook in order to gather 

survey participants (N = 48). Based on the 47 participants who completed all of the demographic 

questions (N=47), the majority of the sample included participants who fell into the age range of 

18-24 years old (n=44, 93.62%). One participant fell into the 13-17 year old age range (2.13%) 

and two participants fell into the 25-36 year old age range (4.26%). Forty of the participants 

identified themselves as female (85.12%) and seven participants identified themselves as male 

(14.89%). The vast majority of participants have complete some college but have not earned a 

degree (n=34, 72.34%) or have earned a bachelor’s degree (n=10, 21.28%). Two participants 

have earned a high school degree or equivalent (4.26%) and one participant has completed less 

than a high school degree (2.13%). Over half of participants were students (n=28, 59.57%), 13 

respondents were employed part time (up to 39 hours per week) (27.66%), five respondents were 

employed full time (40 hours or more per week) (10.64%), and one respondent was unemployed 

(2.13%).   

 

Research Question:  

This study’s research question sought to determine what content consumers prefer brands 

to post on Instagram Stories. To examine this, the following research question was established: 

RQ: How can brands most effectively use Instagram Stories? 
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General Social Media Results 

In order to understand how brands can most effectively use Instagram Stories, the survey 

began by asking general social media questions to understand how familiar participants were 

with social media, particularly Instagram. Participants were asked which social media platforms 

they used. The question allowed participants to select multiple answers, with the possible 

answers being: Instagram, Snapchat, Facebook, Twitter, other, or none. All participatns 

answered all of the general social media questions (N=48). The platform that had the highest 

number of users was Instagram (n=47, 97.92%). Forty-two respondents used Snapchat (87.50%), 

40 respondents used Facebook (83.33%), 29 respondents used Twitter (60.42%), and six 

respondents used another social media platform (12.50%). No respondents recorded that they do 

not use any social media platforms. Three-quarters of respondents recorded that they follow 

companies/organizations on Instagram (n=36). The remainder of respondents recorded that they 

do not follow companies/organizations on Instagram, and therefore the survey ended for these 

respondents.  

 

Instagram Story Results 

After participants answered general social media questions, the survey became more 

specific in order to analyze what content consumers prefer brands to post on Instagram Stories. 

Out of the remaining respondents (the respondants who answered that they follow 

companies/organizations on Instagram, N=36), 31 responded that they remembered seeing an 

Instagram Story in the past week (86.11%), while the remainder of respondents (n=5, 13.89%) 

did not remember seeing an Instagram Story in the past week. Participants were asked to check 

off their favorite Instagram Story features. The features listed included: polls, emoji sliders, 
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stickers, links, “swipe up to see more,” takeovers, written text, and GIFs. The top response was 

polls (n=30, 83.33%). GIFs and “swipe up to see more” were also popular responses: 21 

respondents (58.33%) recorded liking GIFs and 20 respondents (55.56%) recorded liking the 

“swipe up to see more” feature. 14 respondents recorded liking written text (38.89%), 13 

recorded liking stickers (36.11%), eight recorded liking emoji sliders (22.22%), eight recorded 

liking links (22.22%), and four recorded liking takeovers (11.11%).  

Out of the 36 respondents, 21 respondents (58.33%) responded “yes” and 15 (41.67%) 

responded “no” to the statement “I like it when companies/organizations collaborate with 

influencers on Instagram.” Those who responded yes (n=21) were then asked if they like it when 

companies/organizations display their collaborations with influencers on Instagram Stories and 

100 percent of respondents answered “yes.” When asked if participants think 

companies/organizations should use Instagram Stories for event promotion, no respondents 

answered that companies/organizations should never or rarely use Instagram Stories for event 

promotion. Out of the 36 respondents, 13 (36.11%) answered always, 12 (33.33%) answered 

most of the time, and 11 (30.56%) answered sometimes when asked if companies/organizations 

should use Instagram Stories for event promotion. Participants were also asked whether they like 

companies/organizations to use pictures, videos, or both pictures and videos on Instagram 

Stories. Out of the 36 respondents, 12 (33.33%) responded that they like pictures, four (11.11%) 

responded that they like videos, and 20 (55.56) responded that they like both. 
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Likert Agreement Scale Results 

In order to gain a better understanding of what content consumers like and do not like, a 

series of likert agreement scale questions were asked.  

 

Graph one shows responses to the statement: “I like it when companies/organizations repost 

what customers post about the brand.” 
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Graph two shows responses to the statement: “I like it when companies/organizations “go live” 

on Instagram Stories.” 
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Graph three shows responses to the statement: “I have considered a purchase after seeing a 

brand/product on an Instagram Story.” 
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Graph four shows responses to the statement: “I feel like I have a more personal connection with 

a company/organization when it posts Instagram Stories.” 
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Graph five shows responses to the statement: “I prefer Instagram Stories from companies and 

organizations that highlight people's experiences.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 
 
 

30 

Graph six shows responses to the statement: “I enjoy seeing companies/organizations post 

behind the scenes content.” 
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To understand not only what content brands should produce on Instagram Stories, but 

also what time brands should publish content, participants were asked what time of day they 

generally look at Instagram Stories. The following chart shows what time of day participants 

generally look at Instagram Stories (N=39). 

 

 

 

A series of written answer (open-ended) questions were also asked in order to get more 

specific thoughts and ideas from consumers about how brands can most effectively use 

Instagram Stories.  

 

Responses to: “What do you like seeing from companies/organizations on Instagram Stories?” 

1. Announcements about sales 

2. Discounts, new products 

3. Exclusive content- not on their feed 
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4. Fun things unrelated to the company. Like their lives and how they are normal people 

running a business, and that gets you to click on the page and find more about the 

company 

5. Gets the word out! 

6. Good deals 

7. I don't really follow companies on Insta, only Twitter. 

8. Info about events 

9. Interesting promotions and sales, events that they are hosting or are a part of 

10. New products and sales 

11. New products they are coming out with 

12. New products, behind the scenes, real life stuff.  

13. New products, events 

14. New products, visually appealing content, teasers for products/shows, funny stuff 

15. New stories, new product releases, celebrities 

16. Polls about current or future products 

17. Previews of new products and giveaways 

18. Products 

19. Promotional events/products. Pictures before, during and after the event 

20. Promotions 

21. Things that are interactive 

22. What customers or folks in the company are doing 

23. What they’re up to, what they’re planning 
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Below are the companies/organizations that produce participants’ favorite Instagram Stories and 

why:  

1. Wildfang or Hydroflask, one is funny and the other features really great scenery 

2. Glossier 

3. The Ellen Show 

4. Beehive 

5. Small boutiques - they showcase what’s in store and link all the brands 

6. Probably the mopar page I follow. They would hint at a new product and then 

continuously talk about it then went live on its reveal. 

7. Nike and lululemon, I really like the products so that helps but the stories are also fresh 

8. Youtubers and realtors. Fun and pretty content. 

9. Portland Gear. They are high quality pictures, with information about their brand and 

promotional events but it does not seem overbearing. 

10. Political figures (Andrew yang) usually because they have someone who is highly 

talented to keep them relevant in all forms of social media. Beyond that, it’s neat to see 

ppl ramp up the amount of self promotion when voting becomes closer. 

11. Makeup brands 

12. REI because it usually always has some photography of the outdoors 

13. Adidas- original, authentic material 

14. UO Kappa Delta because it is more personal 

15. Enchanted Alexandria- good mix of updates, exclusive insights, polls , emoji slide and 

sneak peaks 

16. Savage x Fenty 
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17. E News 

18. WSL - entertaining and funny, personal with athletes 

19. Greenhill Humane society because they post videos of cute animals 

20. Patagonia because they have interesting photos 

21. Urban Outfitters because they usually include promos 

22. American Eagle because there is lots of variety and they interact with their customers 

 

 

Responses to “other thoughts about the use of Instagram Stories by brands:” 

1. It’s a very new platform that can highlight and show customers and clients new aspects of 

brands. 

2. I think of Instagram Stories as more of a casual way for companies to reach out to their 

customers and fans. They can post "bloopers" of a sale or of a day and it is funny and 

appreciated by people. For example, Portland Gear posted "behind the scenes bloopers" 

of them preparing the store for black friday and then showed the aftermath of the store, as 

well as a giant pile of orders that they had to ship out tomorrow. It made the company 

feel more personable. 

3. Show us what’s behind the product!! We want to see the creation and the struggle of 

putting out products. 

4. Funny puns or jokes are good. Makes it personable. 

5. I usually only look at stories of brands that I follow and not the random brands that pop 

up in between people I follow. 
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Survey Discussion 

After conducting the survey to analyze how brands can most effectively use Instagram 

Stories, similar to previous research, Instagram was the top platform used by Millennials and 

Generation Z consumers, making it crucial for brands to use when trying to target the Millennial 

and Generation Z populations. In terms of content, results concluded that the main content 

participants want to see brands post on Instagram Stories is content about products and sales. 

Part of the study asked participants a series of questions using a likert scale. One likert scale 

question discovered that 80 percent of participants who follow brands on Instagram agree or 

somewhat agree that they have considered a purchase after seeing a product or service on an 

Instagram Story.  

Participants were also interested in events that brands are hosting or attending. 

Promotional Instagram Story content was a favorite among Millennial and Generation Z 

consumers. When asked if participants think brands should use Instagram Stories for event 

promotion, no respondents answered that brands should never or rarely use Instagram Stories for 

event promotion. Out of 39 respondents, 13 (33.33%) answered always, 14 (35.90%) answered 

most of the time, and 12 (30.77%) answered sometimes when asked if companies/organizations 

should use Instagram Stories for event promotion. When asked what content survey participants 

liked to see from brands on Instagram Stories, the majority of answers included some version of 

promotion: products, sales, events, and behind the scenes content. Brands should utilize 

promotional content in order to attract followers while also increasing traffic and sales. Based on 

the results, brands should consider posting more Instagram Stories with content highlighting new 

products and sales/promotions as well as content about events.  



 
 

 

 
 
 

36 

 In terms of Instagram Story features, the survey concludes that polls are an effective tool 

to engage with consumers. Polls were the most liked feature on Instagram, followed by GIFs and 

the ‘swipe up to see more’ link. Brands can strategically use polls to learn about and engage with 

consumers. Brands can use a poll to ask for feedback and opinions on topics such as a product, 

preference for timing, preference for communication, and topics for a blog post (Herman, 2019). 

Polls can also be used to encourage participation and boost engagement by creating a fun or 

serious poll based on trending topics. Polls should be used strategically and should not be 

overused. Although polls were the favorite feature among survey participants in this study, it has 

been found that overusing polls may dilute the level of responses from a brand’s audience 

(2019).  

Survey respondents were also interested in GIPHYS. In early 2018, Instagram teamed up 

with GIPHY to build a library of high-quality GIFs on Instagram Stories. This makes it easy for 

brands to add fun and expressive GIF stickers to any story content (Carbone, 2018). Using GIFS 

is a consistent way to add personality to Instagram Stories in order to build a loyal following. 

Brands can now even create their own collection of GIFS. By doing so, brands can increase 

awareness by adding a fun and branded element to Instagram Stories (2018). The third favorite 

feature was the “swipe up to see more” feature, otherwise known as the external link feature. 

Links have been found to be crucial for converting Instagram followers into paying customers. A 

link can drive traffic to a brand’s website, blog post, sale item, and other brand related topics on 

a webpage (Plann, 2018). By adding more polls, GIFS, and external links to Instagram Stories, 

brands will capture the attention of consumers, build brand awareness and strengthen brand 

loyalty.  
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Behind the scenes content was popular among the majority of participants. Not only did 

94.44 percent of participants answer that they agree (69.44%) or somewhat agree (25.00%) when 

asked if they like it when brands post behind the scenes content (N=36), but many of the written 

answers determined that consumers like to see behind the scenes content. Based on results, 

brands should post more behind the scenes content on Instagram Stories. Along with behind the 

scenes content, the survey results also suggested that brands should repost content from 

consumers. There were, however, mixed feelings about brands using Instagram Stories to “go 

live.” Although 33.33 percent of participants did not have a strong opinion, 25 percent of 

participants did not like it when brands “go live.” For this reason, brands must be strategic and 

careful if they decide to “go live.” When brands go live, they should consider highlighting 

content that consumers want to see, such as behind the scenes content.  

The two questions that asked participants to provide a written answer were: “What do 

you like seeing from companies/organizations on Instagram Stories?” and “What 

company/organization produces your favorite Instagram Stories and why?” At the end of the 

survey, participants were given the option to provide any additional information about Instagram 

Stories. Similar to the other survey questions, based on all of the written responses, consumers 

enjoy seeing content about products and services, behind the scenes content, and promotions and 

sales. 

Based on the survey results, if brands post content related to products and services, 

behind the scenes content, and promotions and sales, brands will increase awareness and 

engagement. Another suggested tactic resulting from the survey in order to reach the most 

amount of Millennial and Generation Z consumers on Instagram, is that brands should post 

content in the late afternoon, evening and night. The survey suggests that most consumers look at 
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Instagram Stories after 2 p.m., with the most consumers looking at Instagram Stories after 5 p.m. 

By posting Instagram Stories at a strategic time with content that consumers prefer, brands can 

create a competitive advantage by capturing the interest of the Millennial and Generation Z 

populations. 

 

Focus Group Discussion 

The focus group conflicted with the notion that authentic content is the most important 

type of content consumers want. For the purpose of this study, authentic social media content 

produced by brands is defined in two parts. Part one: authentic content is honest and transparent 

content. Brands who are authentic on social media define brand values and stay true to them 

(Stackla, 2017). When brands try too hard to push products and sales on consumers through 

social media, the brand will seem less authentic. People are getting tired of anything that feels 

fake, over-produced or too commercial (Schrieberg, 2018). This leads to part two of the 

definition: authentic content is not over-produced or too commercial. It is content that aims to 

shape a dialogue and form relationships to encourage a loyal and engaged following (2018).  

Stackla’s 2017 Consumer Content Report surveyed 2,000 adults in the U.S., UK and 

Australia to discover what content they create, trust, reference, and are influenced by. 

According to the survey, 90 percent of Millennials said that brand authenticity is 

important, which provides reason to believe that younger consumers prefer real and organic 

content over perfect and packaged content (Stackla, 2017). 

 All of the focus group participants agreed that they like authentic content more than 

other content; however, all of the participants agreed that the North Face had more authentic 

content, but three-quarters of participants liked HelloFresh’s content more. When asked why 
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they like authentic content more but liked HelloFresh’s Instagram Stories more than the North 

Face, participants answered by explaining that although the North Face felt more authentic, 

HelloFresh was simple and beautiful. A main reason why participants enjoyed HelloFresh’s 

Instagram Stories was because the content was colorful, interactive, aesthetically pleasing, clean, 

simple, and organized.  

Although HelloFresh is being transparent, telling the truth, and being true to the brand, 

the company is producing a lot of content that feels highly produced and commercial. It is 

obvious that the content was carefully created before being published (See Appendix Section 

One). The North Face highlights real people and experiences in its Instagram Stories. The North 

Face also uses more user-generated content, while also telling the truth, being transparent and 

being true to the brand (See Appendix Section Two). Because HelloFresh is lacking some of the 

second part of how this study defines authenticity and what consumers look for when examining 

authentic content (HelloFresh produces content that is engaging and encourages conversation, 

but the content often feels highly produced and commercial), the North Face feels more authentic 

to participants. 

All of the participants agreed that they liked the use of pictures instead of videos in 

Instagram Stories because they usually try to quickly swipe through Instagram Stories and they 

do not want to pay a lot of attention and watch a video. Pictures are also better because they do 

not require volume. This is the main factor that caused participants to not like the North Face’s 

Instagram Stories. The North Face used a lot of video content and three-quarters of the 

participants felt as though the video content was too long and they found themselves not wanting 

to watch the whole Instagram Story. One participant did, however, like the video footage 
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because the video gave a good explanation of what the product does by showing how the product 

works in action.   

Highlighting real people and customers was a feature that all participants liked about the 

North Face. Participants felt as though HelloFresh could do a better job incorporating real people 

into their Instagram Stories. Highlighting real people makes the content and brand feel more 

relatable. In terms of relating to the brand itself, all participants felt as though they had a better 

sense of each brand’s image and felt more connected to the brand after watching its Instagram 

Stories. 

Participants also shared that they felt more connected to a brand when they were referred 

to a brand’s Instagram page by a friend or peer. This relates directly to Rubin’s uses and 

gratifications theory assumption that states that “people are typically more influential than the 

media, though not always” (2016, p. 197). One participant shared that if a friend tags a brand and 

the participant went to the brand’s Instagram page, there was a stronger feeling of connection to 

the brand as well as more trust of the brand’s product(s)/service(s) because a friend liked and 

interacted with the brand. Another way participants felt that Instagram Stories satisfies 

needs/wants is through promotions and product viewing. Consumers want good deals and if a 

promotion or appealing product is displayed on an Instagram Story, participants were more 

inclined to interact more with the brand and purchase a product/service.  

Participants also felt more inclined to follow a brand because of the brand’s 

product/service. The focus group suggested that the content brands should produce also depends 

on the brand’s target audience. The North Face is targeting a more adventurous group of people, 

whereas HelloFresh is targeting a population that wants to make cooking healthy food easy and 

fast. One person in the focus group enjoyed the North Face’s Instagram Stories the most because 
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the participant was interested in videography and felt as though the North Face’s Instagram 

Stories were cinematic. The participant did, however, agree that the videos could have been 

shortened.  

Overall, based on the focus group, brands should produce content that is clean, simple, 

aesthetically pleasing, and quick and easy to look at. Pictures are the best type of content to use 

on Instagram Stories because consumers will better understand the message in a short amount of 

time instead of skipping through the content because the Instagram Story feels too long. 

Consumers want to see content that gets the message across with a quick glance. Brands should 

also utilize real people in their Instagram Stories. The use of real people, such as other 

consumers, makes the content and brand more relatable.  

 

Limitations and Future Direction 

Limitations 

The survey conducted was a convenience sample, so it does not represent a wide 

population. People from different areas around the world may have different feelings about 

Instagram Stories produced by brands. 

The focus group also had limitations. The participants only had one week to follow the 

brands, HelloFresh and the North Face. One week is not enough time to fully understand the 

brands’ style of content on Instagram Stories. HelloFresh posted more Instagram Stories than the 

North Face during the week of study. HelloFresh and the North Face were also strategically 

picked for the study due to their differing and distinct Instagram Story styles. Furthermore, the 

focus group only consisted of a select group of individuals who are knowledgeable about social 

media because they are in a Strategic Social Media class at the University of Oregon.  
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Future Direction 

This study raised an important question: is authenticity in Instagram Stories (and all 

disposable content) as important as marketers and consumers think? All focus group participants 

agreed that the North Face’s Instagram Stories felt more authentic; however, three-quarters of 

participants liked HelloFresh’s Instagram Stories better than North Face. In fact, three-quarters 

of the participants did not like the North Face’s Instagram Stories. This conflicts with previous 

research that says that consumers want authenticity from brands over anything else. 

 Although the Millennial and Generation Z populations say that they want brand 

content to be authentic, this study revealed that this is not always the case. HelloFresh had 

more ‘perfect and packaged’ content, yet the majority of focus group participants liked 

HelloFresh’s Instagram Story content significantly more than the North Face.  

The North Face focuses more on consumers and people who use the brand in their 

Instagram Stories. This relates to Strategic Analysis and Content Writer Duncan Kavanagh and 

his finding that brands that are authentic focus on consumers and focus on the human element 

that drives connections rather than the brand element (Kavanagh, 2018). There is a disconnect 

between Kavanagh’s findings and this study because users disliked the content with a more 

authentic focus. For this reason, more studies should be conducted on disposable content 

and the importance of authenticity. This study raises a question of how important brand 

authenticity is in terms of disposable content. 
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Conclusion 

In order to understand how can brands can best utilize Instagram Stories, a key question 

to consider is: why do consumers use Instagram Stories? Consumers want to gain a benefit from 

seeing the Stories and that is why consumers want to see content highlighting products, events 

and promotions. Consumers want the inside scoop. They want to see behind the scenes footage 

of what is happening with a brand or what is about to be released. They want to feel like they are 

a part of the brand and they want to feel as though they are getting the best deals. They want to 

feel knowledgeable about a brand so that they feel as though they can trust the brand and are 

getting quality products and services. In terms of the uses and gratifications theory, consumers 

seek a more personal connection, and Instagram Stories satisfy a need for inclusion by allowing 

people to be a part of a brand’s community. 

Based on why consumers use Instagram Stories, brands can better understand what 

content to produce. By creating interactive content with calls to action, brands can increase 

consumer participation because of peer influence. Focus group participants found that they 

follow some brands on Instagram only because a friend referred them to the page. Along with 

interactive content, consumers want to see content that is clean, aesthetically pleasing, simple, 

and organized. A picture was the preferred form of content because it can get a brand’s message 

across quickly. Brands should also create content that highlights real people in order to make the 

brand, as well as the brand’s Instagram Stories, more relatable.  

Both the survey and focus group concluded that brands should incorporate consumers, 

sales/promotions, products, and behind the scenes footage into their Instagram Stories. Brands 

who can create an Instagram Story strategy based on focusing on creating content that is simple 

and appealing to the eye will find success. People are often busy and on the go and don’t want to 
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have to pay a lot of attention and analyze Instagram Stories. Disposable content as a whole is 

rapidly growing and becoming more advanced. Brands need to ensure that they are staying up-

to-date with the latest trends. Research is key to success. Brands must not only research 

disposable content advancements, but they must also research their target audience in order to 

understand what type of content their target audience wants. By staying up-to-date with 

disposable content and consumers’ needs and wants, brands can effectively utilize disposable 

content.   
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