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ABSTRACT
Prior research links teens’ social media use to a reduction in their
sense of well-being. The current study investigates how design me-
diates this link, with an overarching goal of designing better social
media experiences for teens. We conducted a mixed-method study
with teens (N=25, Mage= 16.5 years) to investigate their moment-by-
moment experiences and emotional states while using Instagram.
Our analysis showed that teens’ experiences on Instagram often
entailed sifting through a content soup dominated by uninteresting,
irrelevant content. Boredom served as a reason to enter Instagram,
a justification to leave, and as a dominant feeling during a session.
The promise of social connection was the main motivator for teens
to use Instagram. Teens developed strategies to maintain a state
of emotional equilibrium as they sought moments of connection
with friends: (1) Feed gatekeeping, (2) Backpedaling away from
negative content, (3) Choosing to hide like-counts, and (4) Avoiding
notification whiplash.
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1 INTRODUCTION
There is mounting public concern about social media’s impact on
teen mental health [4, 8, 30, 88]. Studies have found that teens’
social media use is associated with depressive symptoms, anxiety,
and psychological distress [41, 61]. Other studies, however, have
explored positive dimensions of teens’ experiences on social media
platforms and identified developmental benefits such as social con-
nection and identity formation [22, 32, 58]. Amidst this conflicting
evidence, there is a growing recognition among researchers that
aggregate-level data and blunt measures such as screen time are un-
likely to provide the kind of nuanced insight needed to understand
the complexities of teens’ social media interactions [32, 45, 75]. In
response, many researchers have turned to person-specific study
designs that capture individual variation over time and measures
that go beyond quantifying time on platform and look instead at
the quality of teens’ experiences [39, 67, 69, 83, 89].

The HCI field has an important role to play in understanding and
addressing social media’s complex relationship to teens’ well-being.
HCI is uniquely positioned to contribute insight into how design
mediates this relationship, as well as design-based interventions
that can support teens’ sense of agency while interacting with social
media. This area of focus fits well with the field’s growing interest
in designing for well-being [14, 49, 52, 65, 74]. However, teens are
a distinct population with specific developmental vulnerabilities,
such as a still-developing executive function system and increased
sensitivity to social feedback [77, 78, 87]. Prior work in HCI has
explored using design mechanisms to support these developmen-
tal vulnerabilities by helping reorient teens from a reactive to an
intentional engagement with social media [25]. However, we still
lack an understanding of teens’ moment-by-moment interactions
with the designed environment of social media platforms and how
these interactions affect their emotional states.
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The current investigation addresses this gap by exploring the
following research questions: RQ1: How do teens describe their
moment–by-moment interactions and emotional states on Instagram?
RQ2: What real-time strategies do teens use to manage their emotions
when navigating Instagram?

We conducted a mixed-method study exploring the moment-
by-moment experiences of 25 U.S. teens (Mage=16.5 years) as they
used Instagram. We chose Instagram because it is one of the most
popular social media platforms among teens [7] and has elicited
both public and scholarly attention regarding its impact on teen
mental health research [28, 42, 43]. In the first part of the study,
teens participated in a virtual training session that introduced them
to mindfulness practices and emotion labeling techniques. This
training prepared them to attend to their interactions on Instagram
and the emotions these interactions elicited. In the second phase,
participants responded to daily ecological momentary assessments
(EMAs) as they used Instagram on at least seven different days. The
final stage was a virtual think-aloud interview in which a researcher
asked teens to narrate their actions, thoughts, and emotions as they
interactedwith specific Instagram features (e.g., Stories, Reels, posts,
direct messages, etc.).

We found that teens spent much of their time on Instagram
sifting through irrelevant, uninteresting content, which we called
content soup. This dominant experience formed part of a typical
interaction flow characterized by a pattern of boredom in, boredom
out. Teens opened Instagram to relieve their boredom but ended up
getting lost in the content soup. This often led to more boredom, and
teens would end their Instagram sessions as a result. The promise
of social connection through the exchange of cultural artifacts (e.g.,
memes, interesting posts) kept teens on the platform despite the
chore of wading through the content soup.

We identified four primary strategies that teens use to help them
maintain a state of equanimity on the platform. These strategies
included: (1) feed gatekeeping, (2) backpedaling away from negative
content, (3) hiding like-counts, and (4) disabling push notifications.
We describe two dimensions along which these strategies can be
understood: (1) in-the-moment vs. settings-level and (2) thoughtful
vs. reflexive. We explore how teens demonstrated varying levels
of awareness of the designed environment depending on which
combination of dimensions their strategies engaged. Using the
insights from our empirical investigation, we propose a set of design
opportunities for empowering teens on Instagram.

The empirical findings, conceptual insights, and design opportu-
nities contributed by this work add to our understanding of teens’
real-time experiences on Instagram and how design mediates the
relationship between teens’ moment-by-moment platform inter-
actions and emotional states. Our work identifies a path forward
for future HCI research that aims to support teen well-being in the
context of social media use.

2 BACKGROUND
2.1 The Relationship Between Social Media

Usage and Teen Mental Health
Recent review articles indicate significant interest in the relation-
ship between teens’ social media usage and mental health out-
comes [16, 35, 38, 39, 41, 57, 62, 75, 84]. Aggregate-level studies

have produced mixed results; some are negative [11, 82], others are
positive [23], and still others suggest little to no effect [19, 39, 63].
These conflicting findings are partly attributable to variation in how
researchers measure social media use and mental health outcomes
[41, 75, 84]. Additionally, adolescents bring different motivations,
skills, and vulnerabilities to their social media use that can produce
a range of experiences [24]. Researchers have also found consider-
able variation across demographic groups such as gender, sexuality,
and race [10, 18, 53, 61]. Theoretical frameworks such as the differ-
ential susceptibility to media effects model [85] and neo-ecological
theory [56] illustrate the person- and context-specific quality of
teens’ social media experiences by describing how individual dis-
positions, developmental level (i.e., the specific characteristics and
vulnerabilities of adolescence as a developmental period), social-
contextual factors, and cultural or societal norms shape adolescents’
experiences on social media.

In light of this recognition, there has been a shift away from
studying aggregate-level trends towards person-specific analyses
that capture individual variation [39, 67, 83, 89]. Using methods
such as experience sampling through ecological momentary assess-
ments (EMA) has allowed researchers to identify more nuanced
fluctuations between teens’ emotional states and social media usage
on a variety of outcomes such as self-esteem, friendship closeness,
and distraction [54, 69, 76, 83]. Research has also moved away from
using screen time as a dominant metric of usage [19, 39, 63] to mea-
suring the quality of teens’ social media experiences [16, 58, 59].
Pitt et al. [67] found that teens’ self-reported satisfaction with their
social media experiences predicted greater subjective well-being,
whereas time on social media did not. Other research has similarly
identified differential relationships to well-being depending on how
teens engage with social media [68].

Thanks to this diversity of approaches, researchers now have a
stronger understanding of the nuances associated with adolescents’
social media experiences [16, 41] and recognize the need for more
contextual, focused methods [38, 57, 62, 75, 84, 86]. For example,
researchers are exploring ways to achieve a more granular view
of teens’ social media interactions in real-time using log data [71]
and screen capture methods [73]. Although these methods provide
highly detailed views of teens’ social media patterns, they cannot
provide insight into teens’ emotional states as they interact with
specific content and features. Moreover, given the tendency of
social media apps to steer the user’s awareness away from their
ongoing emotional experience[25, 47] , prior findings regarding
teens’ experiences tend to surface the more extreme cases of social
media’s impact (like cyber bullying [31] or exposure to hate speech
[18]) rather than the everyday emotional states that interacting
with social media causes. Our work contributes to this literature
by studying teens’ emotional states at an individual, moment-by-
moment level and with greater detail in relation to specific features
on Instagram.

2.2 The Role of Design in Teens’ Social Media
Experiences

There is a growing body of work in HCI that examines how tech-
nology design can influence personal well-being [9, 14, 48, 49, 52,
65, 74, 75, 81]. Researchers have explored the manipulative effects



of dark patterns [55], cycles of compulsive phone use [81], and the
phenomenon of dissociative scrolling (i.e., normative dissociative
states characterized by diminished self-awareness and a reduced
sense of agency) [9]. Recent studies from psychology confirm that
factors such as mindfulness, self-regulation, and non-judgmental
awareness are associated with better control over problematic social
media usage [26, 44, 64]. To that end, HCI researchers have begun to
explore opportunities to use design mechanisms to empower users
and enhance their sense of agency (e.g., [96, 97]). Although much
of this work focuses on adults, a growing number of studies involve
younger populations, including adolescents (e.g., [21, 25, 67, 93]).

During adolescence, teens experience significant changes in their
social structures and contexts, such as their relationships with par-
ents and friends. They also develop executive function skills like
self-regulation and become more sensitive to social stimuli and
feedback [77]. These factors shape adolescents’ experiences with
social media in distinct ways [24, 90]. Nesi et al. detailed how cer-
tain features on social media (e.g., notifications, likes, infinite scroll)
give rise to affordances that uniquely affect adolescents’ peer expe-
riences such as asynchronicity, publicness, visualness, availability,
permanence, cue absence, and quantifiability [58, 59]. Examples in-
clude the potential for frequent, immediate social support; increased
expectations for relationship maintenance and accessibility; and
peer victimization that can occur at any time or place.

Research indicates that many teens are aware of how the features
and affordances of social media platforms shape their experiences in
particular ways. In one study, teens reflected that the high frequency
of daily notifications they receive from social media platforms
(Median = 237 notifications per day) can be disruptive and stressful
depending on the type of notification [71]). Teens in other studies
have reflected on the stress of monitoring metrics such as views,
likes, and comments; the feeling of missing out (FOMO) when they
see on social media that their friends have gathered without them;
and the anxiety associated with the unpredictability of the content
in their feeds [60, 90]. These studies offer valuable insight into teens’
relationship to the designed environment of social media platforms.
However, their reliance on teens’ retrospective accounts of their
social media experiences through interviews and surveys limits
the insight that can be gained about teens’ real-time experiences
and emotional reactions as they engage with specific features. Our
study addresses this limitation by eliciting teens’ responses while
they are using social media.

We focus our study on Instagram because of the platform’s pop-
ularity among teens, the variety of features it offers [51], its preva-
lence in teen mental health research [28, 42, 43], and its role as “an
icon and avatar for understanding and mapping visual social media
cultures" [46]. 68% of U.S. teens ages 15 to 17 and 45% of teens ages
13 and 14 reported using Instagram in 2023 [7]. The platform offers
an all-in-one place for features from almost all major social plat-
forms including direct messaging, posts, profiles, Stories (similar to
Snapchat), and Reels (similar to TikTok).

The present study examines real-time actions that teens take
to modify their digital environments. By doing so, we seek to pro-
mote more agentic and self-directed social media design, which
is key for healthy youth development [24]. Increased autonomy
may also increase teens’ awareness of the designed—and sometimes
manipulative—environments of social media platforms that tend to

undermine user agency [47]. This echoes recent calls for comput-
ing professionals to “accept responsibility for computing’s current
state” [88] and reconsider what it means for digital well-being tools
to be truly positive [92].

2.3 Strategies for Managing and Supporting
Teens’ Social Media Experiences

Studies have identified a variety of strategies that teens employ to
manage their social media experiences, such as disabling (select)
notifications; putting their phone on do not disturb during certain
periods of the day; managing multiple accounts for different audi-
ences; providing varying degrees of access within a single account;
employing privacy controls; and curating their feed based on who
they follow and the content they like [24, 37, 60, 71, 90, 98]. These
strategies can be stressful, anxiety-provoking, and sometimes un-
successful for teens [90]. We know from these studies that such
work can be stressful and anxiety-provoking for teens, and they do
not always feel successful in their efforts. Because prior research
relies primarily on retrospective accounts, we know less about how
teens draw on their social media strategies in real-time, and with
what effects on their emotional state. This poses a challenge since
emotional memory recall is biased by frequency and intensity [79].
Past studies have also found that prompting participants on dif-
ferent levels of temporal granularity (i.e., daily, weekly, monthly)
can produce widely varying responses [13]. We seek to address
this shortcoming by leveraging think-aloud interviews in which
teens articulate their thoughts and emotions as they interact with
Instagram in real-time.

There is an opportunity within the HCI community to leverage
interaction design to support teens’ well-being in social media en-
vironments. For instance, recent work has explored using design
mechanisms in the context of social media to support self-regulation
skills that tend to be especially challenging for adolescents, such
as reflection, self-monitoring, and goal-setting [25]. Davis et al.
designed Locus, a mobile app intervention that promotes teens’
intentional social media use by prompting them to engage self-
regulation strategies before they enter a social media session [25].
Other efforts to leverage design for teen well-being have focused
on cyberbullying [29], online safety [6, 66], and sexual and repro-
ductive health [72].

To advance this work, we need a better understanding of how
design mediates the relationship between well-being and mental
health as teens interact in real-time with social media. Specifically,
we need a better understanding of teens’ moment-by-moment inter-
actions with their designed environments; how these interactions
affect teens’ emotional states; and what strategies they employ in
real-time to manage their emotional responses. Such insights will
increase our ability to detect when teens are being supported or
harmed on social media platforms as well as strengthen our ability
to design solutions to promote teen well-being in the context of
their social media use.

3 METHODS
We conducted a mixed-method study that involved (1) introduc-
tory Zoom sessions to establish non-judgmental self-awareness
techniques, (2) a diary study using a mobile app, and (3) individual
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Figure 1: The overall study procedure.

think-aloud interviews. We approached our study design with the
intent of capturing teens’ in-the-moment emotional experiences
as they used Instagram on a daily basis. To that end, we utilized
self-awareness techniques to better equip participants to articulate
their emotions as they interacted with Instagram. We designed the
diary study app to capture these moment-by-moment experiences
and emotional states. The study flow is illustrated in Figure 1.

3.1 Procedure and Data Collection
3.1.1 Session 1 Interview. We began with an introduction to non-
judgmental self-awareness, using videos and short meditations to
help participants practice noticing their emotionswithout judgment.
The next phase introduced emotion labeling, where participants
were introduced to the Mood Meter, a tool designed to help with
eliciting and identifying their emotions [15, 34]. We then asked
participants to use Instagram and observe their emotional reac-
tions while using the platform by employing the techniques of
self-awareness and emotion labeling learned earlier. The session
concluded with participants summarizing their observations and
sharing their insights on individual, private digital whiteboards.
Finally, we instructed teens how to download and install AppMin-
der, the Android app we developed and used for the diary study
procedure.

3.1.2 Diary Study using AppMinder. AppMinder was designed and
implemented by our research team to help participants practice the
concepts they learned in Session 1 as they engaged with Instagram
throughout the week. The app captured ecological momentary as-
sessment (EMA) data, allowing us to gather in-the-moment, real-life
data as participants used their phones. AppMinder leveraged app
usage tracking data to detect when a user starts using Instagram.
Five minutes into the Instagram session, AppMinder sends a noti-
fication that prompts users to fill out a short survey. Participants
received no more than one survey notification every three hours
and no more than five survey notifications within a single day. The
survey asked users to identify their emotions from a list identical to
the one on the Mood Meter. It also inquired about their activity on
Instagram at the time, the reasons behind their emotions, and the
extent to which their social media activity impacted their feelings.
Participants were instructed to use AppMinder for approximately
one week until their Session 2 interview and were required to sub-
mit a minimum of one response a day on seven unique days, though
many submitted multiple each day. Participants submitted a mean
of 16.4 responses (sd=8.0, min=7.0, max=42) between Session 1 and
2 interviews. A screenshot of the app can be found in Figure 2.

(a) EMA survey shown in
AppMinder.

(b) EMA survey shown in
AppMinder (cont.)

Figure 2: Screenshots of AppMinder.

3.1.3 Session 2 Interview. The Session 2 interviewwas an extension
of stimulated recall [33] and contextual inquiry interview [36]. The
primary objective of the interview was to delve into participants’
responses from the diary study in greater detail and engage them
in synchronous reflection of their emotions as they used Instagram
during the interview. The session was divided into four main parts:
(1) an initial discussion based on previous AppMinder responses,
(2) a mindfulness exercise to enhance self-awareness, (3) a practical
exercise involving Instagram usage, and (4) a detailed exploration
of specific Instagram features and user experiences. The Session 2
interviews were also conducted over Zoom by the second author
and a team of trained research assistants.

In part (1), we ask participants about their most salient AppMin-
der responses from the week of the diary study. The interviewers
reviewed the diary study data before the interviews and selected
responses where participants indicated their emotions were highly
affected by their social media activity (i.e., rated a 4 or 5 out of 5 in
response to “How much did your activity impact your emotions?”)
and were substantive enough for deeper exploration during the Ses-
sion 2 interviews. This was followed by a mindfulness practice in
part (2) that included a Mood Meter reintroduction and a grounding
technique to prepare participants for the more introspective parts
of the interview. Part (3) was a freestyle session where participants
were asked to use Instagram as they typically would while verbal-
izing their thoughts and emotions. The fourth and final stage, the
35-minute “Guided Tour,” involved guiding participants to specific
Instagram features in detail, such as opening Reels, saving posts,
and revisiting them, as well as stopping scrolling. We asked par-
ticipants to reflect on their emotions and experiences during these
interactions. For example, we asked them to label their emotions
as they scrolled through their own profiles or to explain potential
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reasons why they might not engage much with an existing feature.
The interview protocol is available in Appendix 10.

3.2 Participants and Recruitment
We employed snowball sampling to recruit participants. We posted
details about our study on social media sites, including Instagram
and Snapchat. To be eligible, participants were required to be be-
tween the ages of 13-17, possess an Android device for daily use,
reside in the United States, and self-report using Instagram daily for
more than 30 minutes. This particular age group was chosen based
on previous research indicating that they are especially susceptible
to the effects of increased social media use, which is often linked
to a decreased sense of well-being [41, 61, 88]. Although research
indicates that a majority of teens in the United States use iPhones
[2], our diary study app (i.e., AppMinder) required external app
usage tracking, which was not feasible on iOS devices. In total, we
recruited 45 Instagram users, 25 of whom completed all procedures
of the study (see demographics Table 1).

Table 1: Demographics of Participants (N=25)

Gender identity Boys (40%), Girls (36%), Non-
binary or third gender (16%),
Other (Prefer to self-describe /
Prefer not to disclose) (8%)

Age (Years) Mean=16.5, SD=0.59; 17 (52%),
16 (44%), 15 (4%)

Race and Ethnicity Asian (28%), White (28%), Black
or African American (20%),
Black or African American &
White (8%), Black or African
American & Hispanic or La-
tine/Latinx (8%) & Hispanic or
Latine/Latinx, White & Other
(4%)

Self-reported Time Spent on Mean=131.8, SD=103.7, Min=0,
Q1=61, Q2=122, Q3=244,
Max=305

Instagram Per Day (Minutes)

3.3 Data Analysis
We conducted a reflexive thematic analysis [12] of the 25 interview
transcripts of Session 2 interviews, whichwere transcribed verbatim
from the interview data. We focused on Session 2 interviews during
our data analysis stage, given that the primary goal of Session 1 was
to introduce teen participants to non-judgmental self-awareness
and emotion-labeling techniques, laying the groundwork for the
rest of the study. The process began with six phases of open coding
over 10 weeks. All of the authors performed line-by-line coding
of two transcripts in each phase using ATLAS.ti [5]. Examples of
codes identified during this phase include “value beyond immediate
session” and “feeling pulled to continue using IG.”

Following this initial open coding phase, the first author synthe-
sized the codes from all authors and created an initial codebook

with codes such as “Intentionality” and “Connectedness.” All au-
thors then iteratively coded transcripts using this codebook, refined
the codes, discussed any disagreements, and adjusted the codebook
as necessary to produce the final codebook with 19 codes. The first
author took the lead in coding all transcripts. Trained research as-
sistants then conducted a second pass on these transcripts to ensure
a comprehensive and nuanced analysis of the data. This process en-
sured that at least two members of the research team reviewed each
transcript. Once all transcripts were coded, the authors who had
coded the same transcripts met to discuss and resolve any coding
disagreements. Concurrently, the co-authors met weekly to review
the ongoing coding process and discuss the evolution of definitions,
emergent codes, and specific applications of the codebook.

4 RESULTS
4.1 RQ1: How do teens describe their

moment–by-moment interactions and
emotional states on Instagram?

Teens’ time on Instagram was dominated by scrolling through
uninteresting and irrelevant content. They tried to avoid content
that triggered negative emotions while searching for meaningful
content to share with friends andmake the experiencemore positive
overall. Teens turned to Instagramwhen they were bored, described
feeling bored while scrolling through the app, and cited boredom
as one of the main reasons they left the platform. Most of the time
teens spent on Instagram was characterized by a mild emotional
state with little fluctuation.

4.1.1 Wading Through Content Soup.
Teens described using Instagram as a series of interactions with
unimportant, uninteresting, and personally irrelevant content and
features. Participants expressed dissatisfaction with the bulk of
what they were seeing on Instagram, describing it as “just a lot of
random stuff” (P089, girl, age 16), and “. . . a whole lot of just uninter-
esting” (P188, boy, age 16). P188 elaborated that the content he saw
“tries to portray itself as interesting enough to where you watch it. It’s
really annoying—that’s why I call it fluff. Because I get distracted
watching it.” Sifting through a large amount of meaningless and un-
interesting content, a process that we refer to as wading through
content soup, was the overarching experience of our participants.

Participants consistently scrolled past content that they were
“not really interested in” (P055, boy, age 17), and described an over-
arching experience of dissatisfaction as representative of their ex-
perience on Instagram. Teens often opened the app in search of
content or interactions that would make them feel good, but in-
stead felt dissatisfied, bored, and apathetic. During the think-aloud
interview, we saw participants switch between Stories, Reels, posts,
and messages to find an appealing piece of content. In P099’s (boy,
age 17) description of his scrolling experience, for example, he ex-
pressed disappointment with the Instagram experience because of
the irrelevant content he encountered:

“I sort of notice a whole lot of things [I don’t care about]. . . say
some celebrity I’ve never heard of, or like something I have no
knowledge about just show up on my feed, and I just scroll past it
like always ... .Scrolling through some people and stuff going past.
More ads, more birthday stuff. . . .Back to school stuff ....I’m going
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to skip past that stuff. . . .Scrolling past some stuff that I don’t really
care about [in the] Stories. Now, we’re just gonna randomly. . . .
I don’t really know. Let’s go to Reels, because nothing is on my
feed.”

Similarly, P142 (girl, age 17) and P079 (non-binary, age 15) described
how they scrolled without interest, alluding to the mediocrity of
the content they encountered, which often made them “scroll past
it. . . . [since] I don’t really care about some of the stuff I look through”
(P142) and “quickly scroll through this. . . cause I don’t know or care
enough to know” (P079).

A few participants placed responsibility on the platform for
creating the experience of wading through content soup. P164 (age
17)1 reflected:

”You’d think that they’re [Meta] like paying a lot more attention
to what they’re doing, especially as like a multi-billion dollar
company. Sometimes I wonder if it’s like a purposeful thing to
keep people engaged or something, because it’s just something that
happens so often, like, there’s no way that it’s not purposeful.”

Most participants, however, did not display this kind of awareness
of the designed environment and how it manufactured the content
soup they encountered.

4.1.2 Boredom In, Boredom Out.
Boredom was evident in every stage of teens’ Instagram experi-
ences but were especially apparent in three distinct instances: as a
trigger to open the app, as an ever-present feeling while scrolling
on the platform, and as a trigger to close the app. As a trigger to
open Instagram, participants such as P142 (girl, age 17) said she
usually opened Instagram to “catch up and keep up with friends. . .
But it’s also like a good time pass(er); like, if I’m bored I’ll go scroll
on Instagram, or if I’m waiting for someone”. Others like P104 (boy,
age 17) described using Instagram “whenever I don’t have much else
going on. . . so I need a mental distraction”, or to “create background
sound ... because I am not a fan of silence.”

Once participants were in the app, boredom was consistently
reflected in almost all of their interactions. For example, after view-
ing Reels for three minutes during the think-aloud interview, P188
(boy, age 16) expressed that he felt “a bit bored? Not really gonna
lie to you. I’m feeling a little bored.” Within the app, participants
like P015 (girl, age 16) tried to combat this boredom by switching
between the spaces within Instagram, explaining that “70% or 50%
of the times that I start by [scrolling through my] home[page], but I
get bored a bit easily from there. So then I go to Explore.” Participants
saw similarities between the boredom they felt before opening the
app and the boredom they felt while scrolling, describing the ex-
perience as an act of “sitting here scrolling, seeing what’s going on;
not much else” (P095, boy, age 16). P115 (girl, age 17) contrasted her
feeling of being on ”autopilot” while scrolling through Instagram
with how she typically felt offline:

”When I’m doing things in real life, I feel more emotions. I don’t
know how to describe, or select [specific] emotions, but I just know
that I feel neutral [on Instagram]. So it’s not. . . . It’s not like chang-
ing anything. Because for me [Reels are] kind of boring, even when
I find it funny.”

1P164 chose not to disclose their gender

Boredom was also consistently quoted as the reason participants
decided to close Instagram, pointing to an ironic "boredom in, bore-
dom out" experience. P164 (age 17) described that they decide to
close Instagram whenever they “get bored, or decide that I want to
do something else with my time, because it’s a very passive activity. I
don’t have to put a whole lot of thought into it.” P142 (girl, age 17)
described her decision to leave the app as being based on a combi-
nation of becoming aware of the time she had spent on the platform
and feeling bored. She explained that she made her decision by:

”mostly checking [the] time, I guess. If I spend like a really long time
already, or find myself literally just scrolling through everything,
and not stopping. I’m just feeling really bored overall, then I’ll
usually just stop [scrolling on Instagram].”

4.1.3 Moments of Connection.
Connecting with peers through direct messaging or “talking to
friends about something important or just catching up in general”
(P008, girl, age 16) kept participants coming back and using Insta-
gram. Seeking, curating, and looking forward tomoments of connec-
tion motivated teens to cut through the content soup they encoun-
tered on the platform. Indeed, several participants foregrounded
connection when reflecting on what time well spent meant to them
on Instagram. P177 (boy, age 16), for instance, reflected that time
well spent for him was “well, mainly talking to friends. If it’s some-
thing random that I’m just doing like scrolling through memes... I
don’t feel like that’s really interesting, or it’s really time well spent,
so mainly just talking to friends.”

The opportunity to connect with peers was often the impetus
for teens to open Instagram, especially when they received a no-
tification that a friend had sent them a message or a Reel, or had
interacted with content they had uploaded. These notifications
prompted momentary positive emotions, as P018 (girl, age 17) ex-
plained she felt “happy and curious. very curious. of what they sent
me” when she received a notification from a peer. Even without
receiving a direct prompt from a peer, a majority of participants
opened Instagram to check in with friends. Reflecting on their
daily screen time, P164 (age 17) expressed that they used Instagram
“mainly for the messaging ... .If I didn’t use Instagram for messaging,
or if I used a different platform, I definitely wouldn’t use it half as
much.” P120 (boy, age 17) also reflected that he usually opened the
app to

”see my friends’ Stories and see what they’re doing. I think
my daily screen time on Instagram isn’t really that high right
now. . . [because I] mostly [open Instagram] just to see what my
friends send me and every once in a while, just to stay connected
with my friends over the summer.”
Teens’ persistent search for and exchange of digital cultural

artifacts such as memes, fashion inspiration, and jokes was often
quoted as the goal and reason for scrolling through the content
soup. Teens scrolled through hundreds of posts and Reels to identify
a single cultural artifact they deemed worthy of sharing with their
friends. As P164 (age 17) explained, this search for valuable content
made the experience seem worth it:

”[it’s a waste of time]... if I’m scrolling for no particular reason,
just like [to] kill time. But I find something that I know that a
certain person will enjoy, and I, like, send the post to them. Then I
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feel like I’ve done something good, because I’ve spread joy to other
people.”
Most of the positive emotional responses that teens described

during their think-aloud interview related to connectingwith friends
on the platform through direct messaging, forwarding content to
each other, or showing appreciation for peers’ content through
follows and likes. For instance, P141 (girl, age 17) described feel-
ing “alert” when sending memes to her friends, as she “want[s]
to make sure I’m not sending anything that doesn’t interest them.”
P104 (boy, age 17) described feeling “proud” about the content he
found, reflecting: “Oh, my God! Look at the content I found, and now
I get to share it with my friend.” P108 (boy, age 16) described feeling
“happy” about the prospect of sharing memes he encountered with
his friend: “There’s a couple of capybara memes which are pretty
cute. So that makes me happy. . . .I like sending them to my friend.
It’s kind of our thing.” However, these positive experiences were
often expressed mildly and sometimes accompanied by a tone of
ambivalence. For instance, P142 (girl, 17) explained that “[texting
my friend] makes me feel a little bit more happier, I guess, but not by
much.”

Notably, some participants reflected that their participation in
the study had had a positive effect on their emotional experience
of Instagram. They referenced being trained in mindfulness and
emotion labeling techniques and being prompted daily by AppMin-
der to reflect on their real-time Instagram use. For instance, P111
(non-binary, age 16) reflected: “I feel like it’s [my Instagram use]
more positive, because, like, I’m becoming more aware of how I’m
feeling.” Similarly, P099 (boy, age 17) observed: “I thought about like
what I was feeling [while using Instagram] a little bit more, and most
of the time those were positive thoughts.”

4.2 RQ2: What real-time strategies do teens use
to manage their emotions when navigating
Instagram?

As teens navigated Instagram, they employed a range of strategies
to maintain a state of emotional equanimity, rejecting content that
would get them into a negative headspace while seeking moments
of connection and entertainment. We identified four primary strate-
gies used by participants: (1) Feed gatekeeping, or policing the
boundaries of their feed to make sure the right content showed up
and the wrong content stayed out; (2) Backpedaling, or getting out
of negative spaces if they ended up there inadvertently; (3) Choos-
ing to hide like-counts, acknowledging the effect doing so might
have on their own or others’ emotional wellness; and (4) Avoid-
ing notification whiplash, or actively shutting down the emotional
roller coaster that notifications prompted. Within these strategies,
we observed variations among participants’ awareness of the de-
signed environment they were engaging with, often articulated
by where they placed responsibility for specific interactions they
encountered (i.e., themselves or the platform).

4.2.1 Feed Gatekeeping.
The first strategy teens used to maintain their emotional composure
while using Instagram was to employ a series of feed gatekeeping
techniques. By gatekeeping, we specifically mean that teens used
strategies—such as following and hiding content, or being stingy

with their likes—to attract content that invoked positive feelings
from their feed and to keep out content that made them feel bad.
Gatekeeping took on two primary forms: (1) follow, hide, unfollow
and (2) stingy liking.

Follow, Hide, Unfollow.
While scrolling through Instagram during their think-aloud inter-
view, teens highlighted the importance of and thought they put
into who they associated with, or followed, and who they actively
avoided, often reporting or blocking them and their content. P164
(age 17), in the moment of running into a Reel that made them feel
“angry”, said that they then “check the account to see if they post that
kind of stuff a lot, and if they do, I’ll block them, and if I don’t I’ll just
say that I’m not interested in that post” in order to not see that type
of content again. Similarly, P188 (boy, age 16) described that when
he encountered a Reel he was not interested in, he would “usually
click to hide it. . . it’s more of a recent thing. But I have started to do
that when I just blatantly dislike a Reel.”

Other participants described attracting content to their feed
that made them feel good by “following people that I admire or,
like, trying to do something good with social media. . . because I try
to follow people that inspire me” (P115, girl, age 17). P115 further
explained that she liked to curate her feed to a fault, since at times
the algorithm over-corrected itself:

”I do that [follow/like certain content] so much, that Instagram
keeps recommending this to me, and I just want them to go a
little bit away because I want to watch funny memes, and not just
animals and inspiration.”

Stingy Liking.
Participants spoke about thinking carefully before liking content
to maintain an even-keeled emotional experience on Instagram.
They described being “stingy with my likes” (P079, non-binary, age
15) in an attempt to change what they saw, only liking content
when it “makes me laugh, something that I’d want to see more of”
(P164, age 17). P108 (boy, age 16) reflected that he usually did not
encounter content that upset him on the platform, since he avoided
“interact[ing] with posts that make me unhappy. So I guess it. . . . the
algorithm doesn’t really care about them.” Participants reflected that
they tended to “like pleasant videos more so they show up more”
(P098, non-binary, age 17), and often saved content, rather than
like it, to “tweak my algorithm. So I don’t want to look at it again
because most of the time I’m focused on consuming new stuff” (P118,
non-binary, age 16).

Participants who spoke about their efforts to shape the algorithm
displayed an awareness of the designed environment, and they often
conveyed frustration with their limited ability to control it. As an
example, P164 (age 17) explained:

”I think the content that I see, the algorithm is so convoluted about
what it gives to you that it’s kind of hard to actually like wrangle
it and be like, I don’t want to see that, because it’s very easy to
be like, oh, I like this thing, and I want to see more of it, cause
you know it tracks like how long you look at the post for and
like how you interact with it. Because the more you interact with
something, the more it’s gonna show you like that specific thing.
But there isn’t really a way to like, to make certain content. . . . Go
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away. I mean, like, there’s the ’not interested’ button. But from
my experience, that doesn’t really do a whole lot.”
Some participants spoke about curating their likes as a method

of managing their personal impression on Instagram, explaining
that:

”Instagram tells all the people that I like something, but I know that
Instagram also tells people about if you commented on something.
So I don’t like or comment [on something I don’t like] - for the
fear of people knowing that I liked it. That’s what I think at that
moment” (P115, girl, age 17).
As these examples demonstrate, teens used the act of liking (or

withholding likes) to communicate on two levels: (1) they com-
municated with the platform by tweaking the algorithm to shape
what they saw, and (2), they communicated with their peers by
conveying a certain image of themselves through the content they
liked. P120 (boy, age17) described this duality as a double-edged
sword, explaining that:

”Obviously [I want to like content] show that [I] enjoy the content
cause, I think in a way it does support whoever is making it. But
also because I think the app suggests Reels to other people that
you’ve liked and shows [that] you’ve liked them. . . . That’s defi-
nitely like something that you think about before liking something,
too, because I guess you wouldn’t want to like something that’s a
little out there, and then show the other people that you support
or enjoy a certain type of thing when yeah, you don’t. Maybe you
don’t, or you don’t want to show that you do.”

4.2.2 Backpedaling.
As participants encountered content they found unpleasant or
in some way triggering while scrolling through Instagram, they
changed their behavior to avoid it. We characterized this strategy
as backpedaling after hearing participants like P108 (boy, age 16)
explain how, when he realized he had come across “a sad reel, or if
I generally don’t care about it or like it, or it’s like it’s humiliating or
disgraceful, or something that I won’t like”, he would “quickly scroll
up” and push that content out of sight. During their think-aloud
interview, participants described how they “skipped a couple of Reels
which I didn’t really like the starting vibe of” (P076, girl, age 16),
as well as “dislik[ing] [a Reel] if a lot of the comments are offen-
sive” (P141, girl, age 17). P104 (boy, age 17) described encountering
content he thought looked fine at first, only to experience disillu-
sionment when he found out it was not so and he backpedaled away
from the post: ““I remember the other video started out fine. But I
don’t remember all the details, but I do remember the end of the video
was kind of like making fun of disabled people, and I didn’t really
appreciate it.”” In some cases, P104 explained, he would decide to
stop scrolling through Instagram as a strategy to avoid negative
emotions. When asked what made him stop scrolling, he recalled
that “if I come across something negative that I don’t really appreciate
and just want to take a step away from the app” - literally backing
away from content that made him feel bad.

Backpedaling was implemented with a certain unawareness of
the designed platform. When teens backpedaled away from per-
ceived negative content, they tended to blame bad actors on the
platform, referencing the content creators, or blaming themselves

as actors who drew negative content. P141 (girl, age 17), for ex-
ample, expressed her disappointment as she scrolled through the
comments of a video she liked, noting that “There are a lot of neg-
ative comments on Instagram, no matter how positive the video is.
It is sometimes sad to see that people find something negative in
everything.” P121 (girl, age 17) reflected on how she would:

”get rid of hateful comments, especially those designed to attack
people on posts that they’re just sharing because they love doing
what they do ... .I wish there was some way to protect against that
rather than having to individually report all of them.”

These examples illustrate how participants often directed blame
towards the users of the platform, and not the platform itself, as
they backed away from negative content.

4.2.3 Choosing To Hide Like-Counts.
Some participants used Instagram’s hide like-counts feature to
hide the exact number of likes they received on their posts, as well
as the number of likes on the posts of others. Teens cited the desire
to avoid negative emotions as the primary reason for using this
feature. P142 (girl, age 17) explained:

”So, I usually turn off my like-count, because like I don’t really
take the time to go look at how many people have liked my post,
but I, like, in the past, when I’ve had it on, I’ve been, like, a little
bit self-conscious about how many likes I’ve gotten, saw myself
kind of, like, comparing it with others and this would not make
me feel good.”

Similarly, P115 (girl, age 17) explained that she:
”Compare(s) a lot, and it’s really negative. . . Since I activated this
option [hide likes], I don’t see people that I follow as: ‘this is more
popular,’ ‘this is less popular.’ Also, if I don’t see the likes, I don’t
get tempted mentally to like something just because many other
people liked it. So it’s a great feature.”

P118 (non-binary, age 16) also described using this feature to pre-
vent themselves from mindlessly following the crowd, saying: “I’m
not just gonna like something, because a lot of other people have done
that. And I have noticed that I’ve done that a couple of times, but
that’s why, but I turned it off.”

More than half of our participants said they knew about but did
not use the hide like-counts feature for a variety of reasons. P141
(girl, age 17) said she was aware of the hide like-counts feature but
just “don’t think I need it,” while P121 (girl, age 17) observed that the
feature was “great for other people who compare and stuff” but not
for her. P008 (girl, age 16) explained why she didn’t hide like counts:
“I don’t really mind who views my story or post, or who can view who
viewed it? Because, you know. I’m not really secretive.” P096 (boy,
age 16) described his choice as a way to develop resistance against
the negative emotional experience of receiving a small number of
likes from others:

Interviewer: have you ever used the hide like and view count
settings?
P096: “Yeah, I actually have a few times. But I actually recently
turned it off. So the likes will show. Because at first I was like - I
don’t like seeing a low number of likes [on my posts]. But then
I was like, you know, does it really matter? I just tried to see the
effects of it and tested it out.”
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Collectively, these quotes suggest that teens may believe hiding
like counts is evidence of some form of social weakness, such as
having something to hide or caring too much about what others
think.

4.2.4 Avoiding Notification Whiplash.
The fourth strategy that participants described was choosing to
turn off some or all Instagram notifications in order to avoid no-
tification whiplash. Most commonly, teens limited notifications
from the app to those that facilitated connecting with peers, such
as direct messages or replies to Stories and posts. P098 (non-binary,
age 17) decided to keep only those notifications related to when
their friends messaged them since they were “getting too many
notifications and I didn’t care as much about them.” P008 (girl, age
16) explained that she felt having the default set of notifications
turned on was “too much, and I don’t really like to open the app all
the time and view things that are not important to me at the time.”
Receiving a notification from a friend was a common trigger that
prompted them to open the app and start scrolling; therefore, they
selected their notifications carefully as a strategy to control the
amount and frequency of their Instagram use.

Notifications often generated unpredictable emotions in teens.
For instance, P121 (girl, age 17) explained that when she received a
notification, she felt:

”sometimes anxious. Other times, it’s more positive and exciting,
or like anticipatory in a good way. But it depends on whether it’s
like a DM that’s bad or a post notification that’s bad. Or if it’s
something that I know is gonna be more positive.”

Some teens chose to turn off notifications altogether to avoid such
unpredictable emotions and regain control over their attention.
P141 (girl, age 17) reflected that when she did have notifications
on, “it made me addicted for awhile, because it kept opening and
opening and opening [Instagram].” P115 (girl, age 17) described why
she chose to turn off notifications, because they “are catching my
attention from things that I’m actually doing. . . .it’s...a distraction
from the other things.”

5 DISCUSSION
Amidst growing public concern about social media’s impact on teen
mental health [4, 8, 30], the HCI community is poised to contribute
much-needed insight into how design mediates the relationship be-
tween teens’ social media use and negative mental health outcomes
identified by prior research. The current work addresses this need
through a mixed-method study that documented teens’ moment-by
moment experiences as they interacted with specific features on In-
stagram. We combined mindfulness training, daily EMAs delivered
to teens’ phones, and an in-depth think-aloud interview to elicit
teens’ real-time responses as they engaged with Instagram. Because
we trained participants in emotion labeling techniques, they were
particularly attuned to and able to describe their emotional states
while using Instagram. As a result, we were able to provide a rich
analysis of teens’ emotions as they interacted with different fea-
tures (e.g., Reels, Stories, likes, comments), as well as how teens
responded in real-time with strategies to regulate their emotions.
The insights derived from this analysis, which we discuss in the
following sections, will contribute to the HCI community’s efforts

to use interaction design to support teens’ positive experiences on
social media platforms.

5.1 Archetypal Interaction Flow
As shown in Figure 3 (entry trigger, left), we found that the teens
in our study turn to Instagram in response to both internal urges
(boredom) and external nudges (including genuine outreach from
friends). Sometimes external nudges were manufactured by the
platform, such as a push notification with recommendations for new
people to follow on Instagram. Once on the platform, teens typically
find themselves wading through a content soup that is dominated by
uninteresting, irrelevant, and often boring content. The teens in our
study employ several strategies to manage the emotional experience
of encountering this mix of content (see Figure 3, wading through
content soup). Wading also leads teens to get lost scrolling on the
app—a phenomenon described in previous work as dissociative
scrolling [9]. Teens’ dissociative scrolling is most often disrupted
when they become aware of their persistent boredom, after which
they typically close Instagram. The cycle continues when they
receive new nudges to connect with friends or find themselves in
another state of boredom outside of Instagram.

Our analysis reveals a mismatch between the connection that
Instagram promises (and teens desire) on one hand, and the experi-
ence that the platform actually delivers on the other. The promise
of social connection was a major motivation for teens to engage on
the platform despite the drudgery of wading through the content
soup. The hunt for cultural artifacts (e.g., memes, interesting or
relevant posts) to share with friends kept teens scrolling through
their feed until they entered a state of dissociative scrolling [9],
which extended their time on the platform beyond what they had
intended. This pattern demonstrates how navigating the content
soup functions by design to keep teens on the platform [1].

These findings contribute to our understanding of design’s role
in mediating the relationship between teens’ social media use and
well-being. Both researchers and the public have paid considerable
attention to teens’ extreme experiences on social media, such as
cyberbullying (e.g., [31]), body image concerns (e.g., [17, 50]), and
problematic social media use (e.g., [80]). Our work points to the
value of paying attention to the mundane but likely more com-
mon experiences that arise from the platform’s design, such as the
drudgery of wading through content soup and the effort required to
find shareable cultural artifacts, experience moments of connection,
and avoid negative and triggering content. Such experiences may
not rise to the level of cyberbullying or problematic social media
use, but make it difficult for teens to experience agency in their
social media interactions.

5.2 Type 1 vs. Type 2 strategies
We identified a series of strategies that teens employed to avoid ex-
treme emotions and assert some degree of agency as they navigated
the content soup on Instagram. Some of these strategies, such as
feed gatekeeping and turning off notifications, have been explored
in prior research on teens’ social media use (e.g., [71, 90]), but our
study provides new insight into how teens used these strategies
in real-time. We are not aware of prior work that has discussed
backpedaling as a strategy to avoid negative emotions on social
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Figure 3: Archetypal Interaction Flow on Instagram

media. Such a strategy is unlikely to surface during a retrospective
interview or even during an EMA survey because it is an action
that teens use reflexively as they react to specific content in their
feed. Our methodological approach—which combined mindfulness
techniques with EMAs and a think-aloud interview—allowed us
to observe how teens used these strategies in real-time, offering a
more granular view of teens’ interactions with specific features of
the platform.

Our analysis suggests two categories of distinction among teens’
Instagram strategies (see Figure 4). The first distinction is between
settings-level and in-the-moment strategies. Strategies such as hiding
likes and turning off notifications require teens to know about these
feature manipulations and navigate to the platform’s settings to
alter them. In contrast to in-the-moment strategies such as feed
gatekeeping and backpedaling, which are employed while teens
are scrolling through their feed, settings-level strategies require
forethought and deliberate action. However, our analysis (as well
as prior work, see [25]) showed that teens do not typically enter an
Instagram session with such an intentional orientation; they are
more likely to open the platform as a habitual reaction to boredom
or in response to a notification from or about a peer (see Section 5.1).
Instagram promotes their settings-level features as evidence of their
efforts to support user well-being [3], but our research suggests that
these features may not be used widely, may violate social norms (i.e.,
exposing the teen user as someone who is bothered by like-counts),
and do not fully address the challenge of navigating content soup.

The second distinction is between thoughtful in-the-moment
strategies and reflexive in-the-moment strategies (see Figure 4).
Teens employed feed-gatekeeping and backpedaling strategies as
they engaged with Instagram in real-time, but they did so with
varying levels of intentionality. Teens’ stingy liking behaviors, for
instance, involved a thoughtful weighing of how choosing to like a
post would influence the algorithm—–and, by extension, the con-
tent they would be exposed to in the future—–as well as how others
might interpret a decision to like or not like a post. This proved
to be a complicated calculus, as teens found themselves simultane-
ously communicating with the algorithm and with their friends. In
contrast, backpedaling away from potentially triggering content
was done in a more reflexive, automatic way.

Dual process theories of cognition illuminate the distinction be-
tween these two types of in-the-moment strategies [27]. Type 1
processes of cognition are intuitive, unconscious, and automatic and
align with reflexive in-the-moment strategies such as backpedaling.

Figure 4: Dimensions of Teen Strategies on Instagram

Type 2 processes, by contrast, are reflective, conscious, and con-
trolled, and align more with thoughtful in-the-moment strategies
such as feed gatekeeping. Settings-level strategies also align with
Type 2 processes because of the deliberate planning required to
enact them. Because teens are highly sensitive to social rewards and
their cognitive control system is still developing [20, 77, 78], Type
2 strategies might be less available to them in certain social and
affectively-charged situations (e.g., when scrolling through photos
of a party they were not invited to).

This framework holds implications for designing supports for
teen well-being online. For instance, interventions currently be-
ing employed in schools (e.g., [91]) focus primarily on strategies
that engage Type 2 processes of cognition. Students are taught
how to change their default settings, and they are given strate-
gies to curate their feeds based on how they engage with certain
content. But teens’ use of reflexive in-the-moment strategies such
as backpedaling, as well as their pattern of getting lost scrolling
(Figure 3), suggests there is further opportunity to intervene during
their social media use, when they are engaging Type 1 processes of
cognition.

5.3 Design opportunities for empowering teens
on Instagram

Our analysis points to the value of helping teens experience a
greater sense of agency as they interact with the platform, particu-
larly as they navigate content soup, get lost scrolling through their
feed, and find themselves backing away from triggering content.
We offer three design opportunities for supporting teens’ sense of
agency on Instagram that target disrupting the cycle we identified
in Fig. 3 and supporting teens’ in-the-moment agency.

Support in-the-moment reflection. Because we trained par-
ticipants in mindfulness and emotion labeling techniques, they
were better prepared to tune into and describe their emotional
state and relate it to their interactions on Instagram. Participants
used these skills when responding to AppMinder prompts while
using Instagram. Teens told us that this helped them to become
more aware of how they were engaging with the platform and
how their engagement affected their emotions. Moreover, teens
said that this shift had positively affected their experience on Insta-
gram. Interventions that support in-the-moment reflection such as
this have the potential to disrupt the cycle we observed in Figure
3 by pulling teens out of the dissociative scrolling they so often
fell into. Prompting teens to reflect on their intentions for using
Instagram upon entering and during a session could help reorient
them away from habitual and towards more reflective interactions.
Prior work has begun to explore using design mechanisms similar
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to the pop-up prompts we designed in AppMinder to scaffold teens’
self-regulation behaviors (e.g.,goal-setting, self-monitoring, reflec-
tion) in an attempt to trigger Type 2 (i.e., deliberative) thinking at
the moment when Type 1 (i.e., reflexive) thinking is most dominant
(see [25]).

Make feed curation easier. Our findings suggest an opportu-
nity to make it less onerous for teens to avoid falling into disso-
ciative scrolling. This objective could be met by making it easier
for teens to “thin out” the content soup as well as reducing the
amount of triggering content they back away from. For instance,
we envision a “This is good for me” button that helps teens curate
their feed based on what they feel is positive for their well-being.
They could use the button throughout their session to signal to the
platform what kind of content they are hoping to engage with. In
contrast to existing strategies such as stingy liking, hiding posts,
and unfollowing people, this design mechanism would allow teens
to explicitly curate their feed in a more proactive and specific way.
It would also solve the problem of having to communicate on two
fronts (with the algorithm and with friends) when deciding whether
to like, hide, or report content. By making content curation easier,
this design strategy would address calls to lessen the burden placed
on individuals to manage their technology use [70], shifting more
responsibility to the platform. A “This is good for me” button would
also support the goal of in-the-moment reflection as a visual re-
minder that calls teens’ attention to their reactions to content. Users
could also employ feed curation systems for content moderation to
promote positive feeds [40].

Use trace data for well-being detection. We see an opportu-
nity to use the current insights to build on existing efforts to use
trace data to detect signs of ill- or well-being (e.g., [94, 95]). For
instance, the behavioral trace data produced when teens employ
the backpedaling strategy could be used to develop real-time indi-
cators of well-being. Ideally, evidence of backpedaling would be
paired with other trace data (e.g., the type of content engaged) to
distinguish between instances when teens are backpedaling away
from uninteresting versus triggering content. The resulting indi-
cators could then be used to signal opportune moments to deliver
just-in-time interventions that are tailored to a teen’s individual
experiences on Instagram. Well-being indicators would be valuable
to tech companies such as Meta (the parent company of Instagram)
as a way to detect whether changes to their platform support or
undermine user well-being. Incorporating well-being indicators
into their business practices would help tech companies address
increasing public calls to demonstrate how they are addressing the
potential negative mental-health effects of teens’ social media use
[4].

6 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
Our methodological approach provided a granular look at teens’
moment-by-moment experiences and emotional states as they in-
teracted with Instagram. Despite the strengths of this approach, it
also had limitations. For instance, it is possible that training teens
in mindfulness and emotion labeling techniques at the beginning
of the study functioned as a type of intervention in itself, mak-
ing participants more aware of their motivations and responses
to Instagram than they otherwise would have been. Interrupting

their Instagram sessions with AppMinder notifications may have
had a similar effect and could have shortened the length of time
they spent on the platform by calling attention to their app use.
In addition, because we did not measure participants’ emotional
states prior to opening Instagram, we have limited insight into how
much their reported in-app emotional states were affected by their
Instagram use relative to external circumstances (e.g., an argument
with a parent). Nevertheless, we believe that the benefits of eliciting
teens’ real-time responses justify our methodological approach.

Focusing on Instagram and not other platforms introduced an-
other potential limitation to the ecological validity of our study.
Teens often engage in media multi-tasking behaviors, switching
between different platforms constantly [71]. Their offline contexts
also have bearing on when and why they start and end a social
media session [24]. Future work could extend the current research
by examining how teens cycle through social media platforms and
how their platform experiences interact with their offline experi-
ences. This work could also explore in greater depth the internal,
external, genuine, and manufactured triggers that prompt teens to
enter and exit a social media session.

The teens in our study were diverse with respect to gender iden-
tity and race. However, we did not explore how teens’ identities
(and their intersections) played a role in their moment-by-moment
experiences on Instagram. In light of prior research showing vari-
ation in teens’ social media experiences across socio-cultural di-
mensions of identity [10, 18, 53, 61], we see an opportunity for
future research to examine this topic on a granular level by em-
ploying our methodological approach. We also see an opportunity
to combine our approach with longitudinal methods to explore
how teens’ moment-by-moment social media experiences influence
their longer-term well-being. This work should also look at both
iOS and Android users, as our study was limited to Android users
only.

7 CONCLUSION
The current study investigated teens’ moment-by-moment interac-
tions with and emotional responses to the designed environment of
Instagram. Using daily EMAs and a think-aloud interview protocol
with 25 teens (Mage=16.5 years), we identified a typical interaction
flow on Instagram characterized by wading through content soup, a
phenomenon that involved sifting through irrelevant, uninteresting
content and backing away from potentially triggering content. This
experience was often accompanied by a feeling of boredom and
punctuated by moments of social connection as teens found and
shared cultural artifacts (e.g., memes) with their friends. The strate-
gies that teens used to maintain a state of emotional equilibrium on
the platform included: (1) feed gatekeeping, (2) backpedaling away
from negative content, (3) hiding like-counts, and (4) disabling push
notifications. Our investigation contributes new insight into the
role of design in mediating social media’s complex relationship to
teens’ well-being, as well as to the HCI field’s broader interest in de-
signing for well-being. The design opportunities that we proposed
provide direction for future efforts to design interventions aimed
at supporting teens’ sense of agency on social media.
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8 SELECTION AND PARTICIPATION OF
CHILDREN

All procedures involving minor participants received approval from
our university’s institutional review board (IRB). Participants were
recruited through ads and announcements on social media (includ-
ing Instagram and Snapchat) and word of mouth, and snowball
sampling. All procedures were explained to potential participants
prior to their participation, including the voluntary nature of par-
ticipation, the study length and compensation structure, the ability
to end participation at any point during the study, and the proce-
dures in place to assure the confidentiality of their participation.
We shared the information about the study and the consent form
itself with participants via email, and they indicated their assent
by clicking on a button indicating they understood the nature of
the study and agreed to participate in it. Study procedures and the
voluntary nature of the study were reiterated before each interview,
both of which were conducted remotely over Zoom. In addition,
there were at least two researchers certified to work with youth by
the University present in all interactions with youth. During our
interviews, participants were not required to turn on their cameras;
often, we only recorded their voices. The university IRB designated
the study minimal risk and waived the requirement for parental
consent.
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9 APPMINDER EMA SURVEY
These questions were part of the EMA survey shown in the App-
Minder app. Screenshots of the app can be found in Figure 2.

• Howwould you describe the emotion you are feeling? (Select
all that apply)

• What made you feel that way?
• How do you feel that the activity/interaction you described
above impacts your digital well-being?

• Do you feel that you want to experience more or less of the
activity/interaction you described above?

• Do you feel that you should experience more or less of the
activity/interaction you described above?

• Are you willing to share your screenshot with the research
team?

10 INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS
10.1 Think-Aloud Interviews
Note that these interviews were semi-structured, leaving space
between questions for elaboration. Some of the questions were
evolved over time; the following is only a final version of the pro-
cedure.

10.1.1 AppMinder Retrospectives. Parameters marked with square
brackets are placeholders for data derived from select AppMinder
responses for each participant.

• I see that on [date], you marked that you felt [emotion] while
doing [activity]. You said that [explanation], and that your
activity impacted your feelings [rating].
– Do you remember this moment?
– Can you elaborate on this response more?
– Would you want to experience this activity more often or
less often?

– Did you go back to doing this activity after filling out the
AppMinder survey?

10.1.2 Mindfulness Practice & Grounding Technique.

• The second part of this is a mindfulness exercise. I’m going
to share my screen to show you the Mood Meter that was
introduced in the first session, and I will leave it open during
the rest of the call so that you can refer to it when asked to
label your emotions. Also, you aren’t limited to the words on
this chart, you can use any other emotion labels that come
to mind whenever. Just remember, we are not judging these
emotions as good or bad, but simply noting their names and
reflecting on why they might’ve come up in our minds.

• The first thing we’ll use this chart for today is for something
called a grounding technique. The purpose is to “ground”
you in your senses to increase self-awareness, which will be
useful for the next part of this interview.

• I will ask you four questions. Please say your answers out
loud after each one.
– First, can you name 4 objects that you can see around you?
– Then, can you name 3 things you can hear?
– Now, can you name2 things you can physically feel? An
example might be the back of your chair.

– And finally, what’s 1 emotion you feel right now?

10.1.3 Freestyle Scrolling & General InstagramQuestions.

• I am going to ask you to use Instagram for 3 minutes the way
you normally would. Please try to use it naturally, trying to
pretend you are not in an interview, except while you do so,

https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/mvrpn
https://doi.org/10.1145/3555608
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we’ll need you to talk out loud about what you are doing.
I can’t see your screen so I need you to describe things in
real-time.

• If there is anything interesting that you spend more time
on, please also describe a) what it is, b) who it’s from, and c)
what emotions you feel.

• I will time you for 3 minutes and also give you a heads up
when there is 1 minute left. For most of the time, it will
be just you talking out loud by yourself. Do you have any
questions before we begin?

• (Participant is timed for 3 minutes and thinks out loud as they
use Instagram on their own.)

• Can you name an emotion you feel right now after using
Instagram for 3 minutes?

• Do you feel different now, compared to before you opened
Instagram?

• When did you first start using Instagram, andwhatmotivated
you to sign up?

• What would you say are the reasons you use Instagram now?
• If you could get rid of one thing on Instagram, what would
it be? This can be anything like a feature, but it can also be
a person or type of content.

• If you could add one thing to Instagram, what would it be?
• Is there anywhere inside Instagram where you wish you had
more control?

• In your opinion, what does time well spent mean to you on
Instagram?

10.1.4 Guided Instagram Think-Aloud Tour. Follow-up questions
were only asked if applicable to the participant’s initial response.

• Please pick up your phone and go to your phone’s home
screen. When do you usually open Instagram?
– What emotions do you feel in that scenario when you are
about to open Instagram?

• Do you have notifications turned on for Instagram?
– What are the most common types of notifications you get?
– What emotions do you feel for each of those types of
notifications?

– What made you turn notifications off?
• Please go to Reels by tapping on the Reel icon at the bottom
of the screen.
– Do you ever open Reels this way?
– When do you usually go to the Reels tab?
– How do you usually start watching Reels instead?

• Next, I am going to ask you to scroll through Reels until
you find a Reel that makes you feel high energy + high
pleasantness. While you are scrolling to find one, please
very briefly describe the Reels that you are scrolling past,
like “a cooking video”, or “standup comedy”.
– (Participant spends up to 3 minutes to identify a Reel)
– Does it usually take a long time for you to find something
that makes you feel high energy + high pleasantness?Why
do you think that is?

– What is the Reel about? Who is it posted by? Can you
name the exact emotion you feel?

– Would you typically press like on this Reel? What is your
thought process when deciding to press like something
on Instagram?

– What emotions do you feel when you read the comments
on this Reel?

– Would you typically leave a comment on this Reel?
– When do you usually comment on anything on Instagram?
– (The same is repeated but for a high energy + low pleasant-
ness Reel)

• What emotions do you feel now after viewing lots of Reels?
• Do you ever save things on Instagram?
– Can you go to your Profile and then go to your Saved
collection?

– What emotions do you feel when you scroll through your
Saved?

– How often do you look at your saved posts? Why do you
think that is?

– Is this something you would like to do more often, less
often, or about the same?

– Is there a reason you don’t save things on Instagram?
• Okay. Do you ever use the Explore tab at the bottom?
– When do you go to Explore?
– (Participant is asked to open and scroll through Explore for
a few seconds.)

– What emotions do you feel while using this page?
– Is there a reason why you don’t use it?

• How do you usually decide when to stop scrolling on Insta-
gram?
– What emotions do you feel when you stop?

• Please go to Home and then open your Messages and scroll
through your Messages for a bit to refresh your memory.
– What types of conversations do you typically use Insta-
gram Messages for?

– What types of people do you Message the most?
• Do you ever send posts or Reels to other people?
– Can you find the most recent post you sent to someone?
– What was your thought process when you sent this to
them?

– What emotions do you feel when you are about to send a
post to someone?

– Do people ever send posts or Reels to you?
– What emotions do you feel when you see a notification or
preview text that someone sent you a post or Reel?

• Let’s go to your Profile. As a reminder, you don’t have to
answer any questions you don’t want to answer. Is your
profile public or private?
– What made you choose to make it public/private?
– What emotions do you feel imagining if your profile were
the opposite (public or private)?

– Have you ever switched your profile between private or
public?

– Why? What emotions did you feel when switching?
• Can you scroll through your Profile and as you do so, what
emotions do you feel?
– Do you have any Story Highlights on your Profile?
– What would you say are the reasons you create High-
lights?
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– What do you hope people will know about you after view-
ing your Highlights?

– What emotions do you feel while you are choosing which
Stories to Highlight?

• Next we’re going to go to your archives. As a reminder, you
are allowed to skip any questions if you feel uncomfortable
answering them. On your profile, tap the menu icon at the
top right, then tap Archive. At the top, does it say Stories
archive or Posts archive?
– Have you ever archived a post? What are some reasons
why you have archived a post/posts before?

– What emotions do you feel when deciding to archive a
post

– What emotions do you feel as you scroll through your
Posts archive now?

– How often do you look back at your post archives?
– Is this something you would like to do more often, less
often, or about the same?

– (The same is repeated for the Stories archive.)
• Now, I want to ask you some questions about how you create
Posts. I’m going to ask you to pretend you are creating a new
post, but we’re not going to actually post anything. This is
just to walk through the process. Please click on the “plus"
icon at the bottom.

– When do you decide to create a new Post?
– What emotions do you feel when choosing what photos
or videos to post?

• Do you have any Drafts saved?
– If so, why did you create them but not post them?

• Please tap next. Do you ever edit your photos or videos?
– What kinds of photo editing tools or apps do you use?
– What emotions do you feel while you are editing your
photos or videos?

– Do you think any of the people you follow edit their ap-
pearance in their posts significantly?

– What emotions do you feel when you see that?
• What types of captions do you usually write for your posts?
– What emotions do you feel while you’re writing a caption?

• Have you ever used the Hide like and view counts setting?
– What made you decide to use it?
– What do you think about that option?
– Is there a reason you don’t use it?

• What emotions do you feel right after posting a new post?

10.1.5 Conclusion.

• Is there something you want to add that we didn’t get to talk
about yet today?

• Do you have any other questions for me?
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