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Abstract 

Now more than ever, small business owners are relying on social media, such as Instagram,  to 

find customers, connect with them, build relationships, and provide value by offering their 

products/services. Instagram users scroll rapidly through their feeds and see photos, videos and 

captions and spend only seconds looking at each before moving on to the next. What types of 

content are Canadian small businesses sharing on Instagram and how effective are they at 

capturing engagement? This research uses Semiotic theory to evaluate the photographic elements 

in a selection of posts; and uses Uses and Gratification theory to evaluate the captions of the 

posts for message strategies. The resulting categories were compared to the record of 

engagement in the form of likes or comments. The findings demonstrate that users engage more 

with certain types of content such as product-centered images, posts that mention giveaways, and 

genuine expressions of emotion. Small business owners may use these findings as a starting 

point for assessing their use of Instagram and other social media platforms and for developing 

their own content strategy.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Social media is a microbusiness’s most direct form of communication with their 

customers. While outsourcing certain business elements can be beneficial (access to expertise, 

the potential for cost savings, greater flexibility, ability to focus), most microbusinesses do not 

have the financial resources to do so (Floyd & Alasadi, 2014). Content marketing is used to 

reach audience segments, increase brand awareness, brand loyalty, and purchase intention. These 

business measures can be accomplished by creating and executing a marketing and 

communication strategy. Since social media is essentially free to use, it is the most accessible 

tool that microbusinesses have. On social media, engagement factors such as likes, comments, 

and shares are the standard for measuring a post’s success. The more likable a post is, the more 

consumers will interact with it. Therefore, engagement levels are the easiest key performance 

indicator for how effectively a marketing campaign is being executed. A successful marketing 

campaign means a business is connecting with its target audience which is the group of people 

that are most likely to be interested in purchasing a product. 

The average consumer makes a first impression in only 50 milliseconds (Lindgaard et al., 

2006), and on Instagram that means users could be swiping or scrolling to another business just 

as quickly. The majority of past research on consumer engagement on social media has focused 

on Facebook. Instagram is one of the most widely used photo-sharing social media platforms, 

with a potential audience of 1.16 billion (Global Social Media, 2021). The selection of Instagram 

as the focus for this research is based on the platform’s accessibility and usability for both 

business owners and consumers. The platform's use of visual media such as photographs to 

showcase products and visible records of public interactions, such as likes, also makes it 
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conducive to analysis. Instagram is continuously releasing new features for the app that benefit 

business owners such as Instagram Shop, product tagging (posts, reels, and stories), a dedicated 

link in bio, product links in stories, Instagram Live, interactive elements for stories (stickers, 

quizzes, polls, and question boxes); as well as data “insights” so business owners can see data on 

the number of views (for video posts, reels, and stories), likes, comments, shares, and saves that 

their content receives. According to the app, 90% of people on Instagram follow a business 

account (Instagram Internal Data, 2019 as cited in, Instagram for Business: Marketing on 

Instagram, 2021). 130 million people tap on Instagram product tags each month (Insights to Go 

from Facebook IQ, 2021).   

Instagram allows microbusiness to find their audience, connect with them, build 

relationships, and offer their products and services to the global community. According to recent 

statistics, small businesses (1-99 employees) make up 97.9% of all Canadian businesses 

(Government of Canada, 2020). Of those 1,200,571 small businesses, 57.7% are microbusinesses 

with one to four employees. In British Columbia, 73.5% of microbusinesses are operated by 

individual self-employed solo operators with no paid assistance (B.C. & Ministry of Jobs, 

Economic Recovery and Innovation, 2021). Small and micro businesses make up a vital part of 

the Canadian economy; however, there is a lack of research that provides practical advice for 

how these businesses can capitalize on social media marketing with limited financial resources. 

In 1971, social scientist Herbert A. Simon famously coined the term attention economy 

which described how “a wealth of information creates a poverty of attention” (1971, as cited in, 

Valentini et al., 2018, p. 362). Now more than ever before, we are faced with a near-infinite 

amount of information pulling our attention in all directions. Advertising tactics have quickly 

emerged from within social media platforms, providing consumers and businesses alike with a 
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wide range of ways to connect. Businesses must ensure their products stand out against their 

competitors both large and small. This research aims to provide small business owners with 

empirical evidence that can be used to create a more effective social media content strategy. This 

literature review will outline past research on consumer engagement in social media and is 

grouped into the following themes: consumer engagement, the effect of visuals, and the effect of 

text content. The literature is then summarized and used to provide comparisons and to identify 

gaps that need to be addressed.  

 

My study will respond to this gap in research by examining what type of content Canadian 

handmade microbusinesses are posting on Instagram and its relationship to consumer 

engagement, guided by the research question:  

 

What types of content are Canadian businesses sharing on Instagram and how effective are they 

at capturing engagement? 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

To begin my search, I used the University of Alberta’s library to find relevant databases.  

I searched within Academic Search Complete, Business Source Complete, Communication and 

Mass Media, and ABI Inform Collection. I used simple tables to record the date, database, search 

terms and limiters for each search I conducted to avoid duplication later on. 

Criteria 

The chosen search keywords resulted in a limited selection of articles after inaccessible 

and duplicate articles were excluded, therefore only a few criteria were used to refine these 

results. Only relevant and peer-reviewed content was included in my search. I selected these as 

the criterion for my search to ensure that the sources of informing my research were of high 

quality. To determine if a source was relevant, I initially looked for the words engagement and 

any mention of social media in the title.  

Initial Findings and Refinements 

The first round of searches used the keywords: business and social media engagement, 

marketing theory, social media marketing, and consumer engagement. For the second round of 

searches, I used the terms social media, branding, consumer psychology, engagement, social 

media marketing, message content, and message strategy. After I read through the titles and 

abstracts, deleted duplicates and inaccessible documents, I had 8 remaining articles.  
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Consumer Engagement on Social Media 

According to Valentini et al., “early research in digital engagement has identified major 

content-specific, media-specific and person-specific factors that increase the “likeability” and 

shareability of content” (2018, p. 363). Liking and sharing content is a direct form of active 

participation or engagement. Since the internet has hosted a variety of online platforms that 

support participation and engagement, there is a large body of literature discussing how and why 

people spend so much time participating in online communities (usually) with strangers. A 2005 

study determined that the strongest motivators Wikipedia users were cognitive (“learning new 

things''), affective (“pleasure”), and integrative (“sharing my knowledge with other 

Wikipedians'') (Rafaeli et al., 2007, p. 11). In investment blogging communities, sense of 

belonging, entertainment value, and perceived usefulness were significant factors of both 

intention to share and intention to seek information (Park et al., 2014, p. 7). Intrinsic motivations 

such as community citizenship, moral obligation, and generalized reciprocity are some of the 

motivations for contributing to online communities (Tedjamulia et al., 2005).  

Bishop (2007) formed a 3-level framework that describes why users of online 

communities participate. Level 1 is driven by the users’ desires: social, order, existential, 

vengeance, creative. Level 2 is the users’ cognitions (goals, plans, values, beliefs, and interests). 

Individuals will attempt to make their beliefs align with these cognitions. Level 3 is the users’ 

means to interpret and interact with their environment. This level is made up of abilities such as 

sense of touch, auditory abilities, sense of sight, capacity to image visual images, etc. Bishop 

states that the user is driven to act out their desires rather than just “satisfy” a need (2007, p. 

1885). The desires they do act on will depend on their existing goals, plans, values, beliefs, and 
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interests. The user will also act based on how they perceive their own environment (Bishop, 

2007, p. 1884 - 1887). Social needs (to interact with others, to make new friends), self-expression 

needs (allows the user a creative expression of themself, as a source of confidence, symbolizes 

personal history), trust (the people are honest, the community is reliable, the community is 

concerned about others), and identification (sense of belonging towards to the community, proud 

to be a member of the community) have also been found to influence participation of members of 

virtual communities (Han et al., 2007, p. 8-10). While online users have varying motivations and 

goals for participating in online platforms such as virtual communities and blogs, consumerism 

has also moved online.  

Consumer engagement/participation has been characterized on a continuum of low to 

high activity (Muntinga et al., 2011). Muntinga et al. (2020), described the three levels as 

consuming ( viewing, listening, watching, following, reading), contributing (rating, joining, 

engaging, commenting), and creating (uploading content, writing reviews). Social media is being 

used as an interactive tool to “strengthen brand engagement and relationships with customers 

independent of location” (Felix et al., 2017; Sashi, 2012, as cited in, Osei-Frimpong et al., 2020, 

p. 1236). The 2020 study revealed that perceived social pressure drives individual social media 

use as well as motivates consumers to follow brands on social media. The study noted that the 

effect of perceived social relatedness on perceived social pressure is “suggestive of the 

importance of a person’s desire to feel related to significant others and, therefore, eager to 

participate in social media brand engagement (SMBE) activities” (Osei-Frimpong et al., 2020, p. 

1248). Evidence was also found to show that consumers are more likely to engage with brands 

that they trust which supports previous opinions that a consumers’ attitude towards a brand is 

associated with their likelihood of engaging (van Doorn et al., 2010, as cited in, Osei-Frimpong 
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et al., 2020, p. 1236). Kang et al., (2016) found that personalized service had a significant 

positive effect on brand community engagement. While we have a better understanding today of 

the intrinsic motivations behind users need to seek out and engage with social media content 

there are many other factors that can affect this complicated element of business communication. 

For instance, the content itself is the main feature of Instagram and therefore has a large 

influence on customer engagement. 

  The effect of brand post content/design is not as widely studied as the previously 

mentioned elements of consumer engagement on social media. A number of broad factors have 

been identified which affect consumer engagement with social media posts. For example, the 

content must be relevant and high quality to engage the viewer. Multiple elements can contribute 

to how relevant a brand posts it and its quality. Visually the content should be vivid and 

interactive (De Vries et al., 2012; Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; Luarn et al., 2015; Lei et al., 

2017), and demonstrate media richness (Sabate et al., 2014). Other elements that have been 

studied include image characteristic effect (Li & Xie, 2020), gaze and product salience 

(Valentini et al., 2018), contrast and symmetry (Kostyk & Huhmann, 2021). Regarding the 

caption of the post, it must be relevant to what the consumer is searching for, literally or 

figuratively. A wide variety of categories have been utilized in order to classify the social media 

posts such as uses and gratifications theory (De Vries et al., 2012; Park et al., 2009; Cvijikj & 

Michahelles, 2013; Luarn et al., 2015; Sigurdsson et al., 2020), and content categories (Ashley & 

Tuten, 2015; Schultz, 2017; Li-Chun Huang & Li-Chun Chen, 2018; Tafesse & Wien, 2018, 

Thongmak, 2019).  
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As Instagram is considering bringing back the chronological format of the feed (Murphy 

Kelly, 2021), time and day of week of each post may be an area of interest as it is an influential 

factor in the engagement levels of a post (Dai & Wang, 2021; Dolan et al., 2017; Sigurdsson et 

al., 2020; Coursaris et al., 2016). 

Visual Imagery’s Effect on Social Media Engagement 

Most studies on consumer engagement have taken a social or psychological perspective 

delving into how social media content provokes certain behaviors. This raises the question of 

what visual elements are connected to engagement behaviors. Semiotics is “the study of signs 

and signals, sign systems, and sign processes'' (Moriarty, 2002, p. 20) and may be used to help 

identify and categorize important visual elements. Past research on the visual content or media 

type has primarily focused on two aspects: the presence of media, and the vividness and 

interactivity of the visuals. The presence of media was a particularly interesting trigger of 

consumer engagement on social media because two of the most popular social networking sites, 

Facebook and Twitter, began as text-focused platforms. When Instagram launched in October of 

2010 it was solely a photo-sharing platform. Instagram’s mobile-only interface was unique when 

compared to the other popular social media platforms since it could only be accessed on a cell 

phone. Instagram launched with seven unique filters that you could add to photos with the click 

of a button (Johnson, 2017). The filters conveniently made cell phone photos look much better 

considering the newest iPhone at the time only had an 8-megapixel camera (Apple, 2011). 

Today, the majority of photos posted to Instagram are not quick snaps which are uploaded within 

the same moment. The photos are carefully planned, curated, and edited.  
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Interactivity and vividness are two of the most used categories for analyzing the media 

posted to social networking sites. Vividness is described as “the richness of a brand post's formal 

features; in other words, it is the extent to which a brand post stimulates the different senses” 

(Steuer, 1992, as cited in, De Vries et al., 2012, p.84). Vividness is made up of a number of 

elements including the use of dynamic animations and (contrasting) colors or pictures (Cho 

1999; Drèze and Hussherr 2003; Fortin and Dholakia 2005; Goldfarb and Tucker 2011; 

Goodrich 2011, as cited in, De Vries et al., 2012, p. 85). According to Coyle and Thorson, “the 

degree of vividness can differ in the way that it stimulates multiple senses (2001, as cited in, De 

Vries et al., 2012, p.85). For example, a video is more vivid than a still image as it stimulates not 

only sight but also sound. Interactivity is defined as “the degree to which two or more 

communication parties can act on each other, on the communication medium, and on the 

messages and the degree to which such influences are synchronized” (Liu and Shrum 2002, p. 

54, as cited in, De Vries et al., 2012, p. 85, 2012). Examples of interactivity in a brand post 

include links, questions to the viewers, etc. Posts with high vividness (a video) were found to be 

positively related to the number of likes. Posts that featured contests (medium-level interaction) 

were positively related to the number of likes. Posts with a high level of interaction (questions) 

were negatively associated with the number of likes but positively associated with the number of 

comments (De Vries et al., 2012). Cvijikj & Michahelles (2013), studied 100 sponsored brand 

pages for fast-moving consumer goods (food and beverages specifically). Post media type was 

found to be a significant predictor for all measures of engagement (likes, comments and shares). 

Videos (highly vivid) were found to result in high levels of likes which supports the evidence 

from De Vries et al (2012). For posts with the same level of interactivity, those with a higher 

level of vividness trigger a higher number of likes.  

https://www-sciencedirect-com.login.ezproxy.library.ualberta.ca/science/article/pii/S1094996812000060#bb0235
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Other studies look at visual content in terms of media richness. Media richness 

categorizes the type of media that is attached to a post by its “capacity for immediate feedback” 

(Sabate et al., 2014, p. 1003). The varying breadths and depths of the media stimulate different 

senses which may “increase the users’ propensity to look at the content of the message compared 

with those posts with only text” (Sabate et al., 2014, p. 1003). A 2014 study on Spanish travel 

agencies found that content with high media richness had a positive impact on the number of 

likes a post received, but they did not find evidence that videos influenced the number of 

comments (Sabate et al., 2014). The study found that links have a negative effect on comments 

and there was no significant relationship between links and the number of likes. Inconsistent 

with the previously mentioned studies on interactivity and vividness, Luarn et al., (2015) found 

that users were more likely to like, comment on, and share posts that had a medium level of 

vividness compared to a high level. The authors also found that posts with a high level of 

interactivity (questions and quizzes) were more likely to be liked, commented on, and shared 

which did not match the results from previous studies (De Vries et al., 2012). Lei et al., (2017) 

found that the use of images and videos leads to higher engagement of all types which 

corresponds to previous studies. Regarding interactivity, this study specifically looked at posts 

that used the phrases “call to win” or “call to act” and found that they both significantly increase 

engagement levels. Posts that merely posed a question without an incentive attached did not 

result in a significant relationship between the post and engagement levels which partially 

supports the findings from De Vries et al (2012). 

Other studies which look at the effect of visual elements on engagement take a more 

semiotic approach. A 2018 experimental study specifically looked at a digital image’s ability to 

“attract, involve and engage with the viewer” (Valentini et al., 2018, p. 365). The study used the 
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interpersonal and compositional meta functions which represent the relationship between the 

image and the viewer (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996, as cited in, Valentini et al., 2018, p. 364). 

The interpersonal function is expressed as how those represented within the image engage with 

viewers. According to Jewitt and Oyama, “the contact created by a direct gaze is considered as a 

key factor to enacting social interactions, as it establishes a first direct contact with viewers” 

(2001, as cited in, Valentini et al., 2018, p. 365). The compositional function shows how it is 

possible to distinguish which of the elements in an image’s composition are more “salient” or 

prominent. There are a number of characteristics that make elements stand out, therefore making 

it more salient to the viewer (e.g.,  size, color contrast, and position within the image) (Kress and 

Van Leeuwen, 1996; Jewitt and Oyama, 2001, as cited in, Valentini et al., 2018, p. 365). The 

authors (Valentini, Romantic, Murtarelli, and Pizzetti) examine the position of the viewer in 

relation to the gaze of the person/animal in the image (Valentini et al., 2018, p. 366). A 2 (gaze: 

direct or indirect) x2 (product salience: high or low) experiment revealed that purchase intention 

was higher when the product was in the foreground and the subject showed a direct gaze. When 

the product was in the background, the photo with the indirect gaze was “more effective in 

stimulating intention to purchase” (Valentini et al., 2018, p. 371). These results indicate that 

direct gaze and high product salience have a significant positive effect on digital visual 

engagement. This study coincides with preliminary findings about the power that images with 

human faces have on influencing social media engagement (Valentini et al., 2018, p. 371).  

A 2012 study has investigated how the structural properties of an Instagram photo can 

affect processing fluency. Processing fluency is defined as “the ease with which information 

flows through the cognitive system” (Reber, 2012, p. 225). Using the structural properties of 

symmetry and contrast in Instagram photos, the experiment found that symmetrical photos 
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(vertical or horizontal symmetry) with high contrast, improved processing fluency and the 

number of likes. High contrast vertical images also showed a higher number of likes than those 

with low contrast. The study did reveal that image contrast has a more significant positive effect 

on engagement (liking and commenting) than either type of symmetry (Reber, 2012). 

Based on the summarized literature, it is clear that vividness and interactivity both have 

significant effects on the engagement levels of social media content. Media richness also showed 

a strong relationship with engagement. Since Instagram is focused mainly on the media content 

and there is no option for a text-only post, it would not be a matter of if the media affects 

engagement but what other elements increase or decrease its effect. The studies that focus on the 

structural elements of photography (contrast, symmetry, gaze, and salience) also provided 

compelling results. It may be of interest to identify additional elements that could be tested and 

analyzed in similar ways on Instagram.  

Text Content’s Effect on Social Media Engagement 

Previous research that has studied consumer engagement on social media posts have done 

so under many different approaches. The text content of social media posts is almost always 

evaluated using content analysis. The posts are classified using a variety of systems and 

typologies such as uses and gratifications theory, content categories, message appeals, and 

message strategies. Uses and gratifications theory is one of the most widely used classifications 

for content analysis of social media posts. Uses and gratifications theory categorizes each 

message appeal as being rational (processed intellectually) or emotional (targets emotional 

characteristics) (Laskey et al., 1989, as cited in, Dolan et al., 2019, p. 2217). Rational message 
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appeals can be further categorized as informational or remunerative, and emotional appeals as 

entertaining or relational (Dolan, 2019, p. 2218).  

De Vries et al., (2012) investigated the data of 11 international brands on Facebook 

ranging from food to cosmetics but found no significant relationship between the level of 

engagement and its classification as informative or entertaining. However, Cvijikj & Michahelles 

(2013), found that entertaining content had a significant positive effect on the number of likes, 

comments, and shares, which is consistent with an early study by Park et al., (2009). Cvijikj & 

Michahelles found that entertaining content also had the most significant effect compared to 

content classified as informative or remunerative (2013). The study also showed that informative 

content had a positive effect on likes and comments, but not shares. Remunerative content was 

found to have a significant negative impact on likes which was not expected. In 2015, a study on 

top brand Facebook pages such as Dove, Adidas, Nissan, and Starbucks revealed that viewers 

were more likely to like brand posts related to remuneration than those related to information or 

entertainment (Luarn et al., 2015). This directly opposes results found by Cvijikj & Michahelles. 

Luarn et al., found that social and entertaining posts resulted in a higher number of comments 

than informative and remunerative posts (2015). Entertaining and informative content also 

showed a significantly higher rate of sharing than remuneration and social posts, which partially 

contrasts the results found by Cvijikj & Michahelles regarding information posts (Luarn et al., 

2015). Sigurdsson et al., (2020) found that within the aviation industry, social posts positively 

impacted the number of likes, shares, and reactions while promotional posts are negatively 

related to the number of comments and reactions. Even though the above-mentioned studies 

referenced uses and gratifications theory, each study did not explicitly use all of the categories 
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(informational, remunerative, entertaining, and relational). Using all of the classifications would 

have provided a more detailed picture of the relationships that were present. 

Another form of categorization is content categories. This approach categorizes the social media 

posts in a number of different ways based on the main theme present. Ashley and Tuten (2015) 

initially used the categories of message strategies, sales promotions, or user generated content to 

classify the content from 28 top brands from Facebook, Twitter, MySpace, along with other 

blogs, video sharing platforms and microsites. The most used message strategy (used by 25 out 

of the 28 brands) was functional appeal which describes the utility or functionality of the 

product/service (p. 21). Resonance was the second most used strategy (19 out of 25) which was 

defined as “an echoing between the image and words (e.g., buried treasure)” (Ashley and Tuten, 

2015, p. 21). This study did not measure specific engagement metrics, but instead, overall 

indicators such as total followers. Brands that tweeted the most in a one-week period had the 

highest following. Brands that offered incentives for followers to post user-generated content had 

more Twitter and Facebook followers. A 2017 study on apparel and food retailing did not reveal 

any significant positive relationships between content category and the number of likes 

(Schultz). Posts that were classified with the categories charity, competition, and human 

resources had negative impacts on the level of engagement (Schultz, 2017). In 2018, a study was 

completed that investigated the message strategies that Florists use on Facebook (Li-Chun Huang 

& Li-Chun Chen). Li-Chun Huang & Li-Chun Chen did find that post content had a significant 

effect on the level of engagement from users which is consistent with findings from other studies 

(Cvijikj and Michahelles, 2013; Luarn et al., 2015). The most liked posts were from the 

categories: sales promotion, brand event, sharing feelings, business information, and holiday 

greetings. For comments the top categories were brand event, business information, and sales 
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promotion. Sharing was most popular with posts from the categories charity event, business 

information, sharing feelings, and holiday greetings. Even among the most popular categories 

there were some differences in engagement levels. For example, holiday greetings typically 

encouraged likes but not comments or shares. Product information posts encouraged all three 

types of engagement. Tafesse and Wien (2018) collected brand posts from 20 top brands on 

Facebook. The results indicated that message strategy had a significant effect on engagement 

levels. Posts that used transformational messages (emotional, brand resonance, social causes) had 

a higher level of engagement than those that used informational messages (functional or 

educational). Transformational posts also had higher engagement than interactional content 

(current event posts, personal posts, brand community posts). Transformational message 

strategies proved to be the most effective driver of engagement as an individual strategy or 

paired with another. Thongmak’s study on Facebook brand communities included brands from 

industries such as fast-moving consumer goods, food, electronics and financial (2019). The 

results showed a positive relationship between both price, promotional, and entertaining posts, 

and the number of comments. Emotional posts also had a significant positive relationship with 

the number of shares (Thongmak, 2019). These results do challenge some past research. De 

Vries et al., (2012) did not find that informative or entertaining posts had a significant effect on 

engagement levels. This study is consistent with other studies that found that entertaining content 

had a significant positive effect on engagement (Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; Luarn et al., 2015) 

as well as how emotional content can be a driver for engagement (Tafesse and Wien, 2018).  

Overall, most of the studies found evidence that post content type does have a significant 

effect on engagement levels. A number of patterns and similarities have shown up throughout the 

research on this topic. Due to the wide variety of industries analyzed there could be a number of 
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reasons why these studies did not produce the same results. While the variety of research does 

make it difficult to compare the findings, each study brings evidence to refine the pattern of 

effects. One issue with some of these studies is that the resources that were included to describe 

how the posts were coded were too vague to be conducive for other researchers replicating the 

studies. Also, in many of the studies, it was not specifically mentioned if the classification of the 

post was based on the image, the caption text, or both which may be of interest for future studies. 

Summary 

The above literature review provided an initial understanding of the complexity of 

consumer engagement on social media. Overall, the literature review does support the goals of 

this research project to gain a better understanding of how content type influences consumer 

engagement behavior for handmade goods. The studies which evaluated the visual elements or 

media of the post provided insight on how microbusiness owners may be able to pinpoint 

specific tactics they can use to create more engaging content that fits their brand. The research 

which examined the structural properties of a photo (contrast, symmetry, gaze, and salience) 

appear to have provided the most concrete results on what does or does not affect engagement. 

The effect of interactivity on engagement was particularly relevant and might be something to 

consider adapting to fit Instagram as it is a very interactive platform. Based on the available 

literature content type does have a significant impact on the levels of engagement, but the results 

can vary from depending on the industry. 

Although this is a fairly new research area there is still a considerable amount of 

literature. Each study taking a new approach adds to the body of literature and supports future 

research. While this study uses relevant findings and theories from research on consumer 
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behavior and psychology of advertising, (such as uses and gratifications theory) the scope and 

resources for this project do not allow for or require a deep examination of the extensive research 

on these topics. I classified each research article as either visual or text which are the two main 

factors that affect engagement.  
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Chapter 3: Research Design and Methodology 

For this research project, I completed a directed content analysis study (Hsieh & 

Shannon, 2005, p. 1281), by collecting and analyzing a sample of Instagram posts taken from 10 

Canadian businesses to identify and explore how they use various photographic elements and 

message strategies to communicate their products to their followers. The purpose of this study is 

to expand the existing body of literature on social media engagement with a specific focus on 

Canadian small businesses which is a gap in the current research. The content analysis of the 

Instagram posts is in three phases. The first phase will focus on the social media metrics such as 

the number of likes and comments for each post, and the day and time of the post. The second 

phase will focus on the images of the Instagram posts, and the third phase will focus on the 

message strategy/theme of the posts. This research project utilized qualitative and quantitative 

content analysis to answer the following research question: 

 

What types of content are Canadian businesses sharing on Instagram and how effective are they 

at capturing engagement? 

Qualitative and Quantitative Content Analysis 

Content analysis is the “systematic, objective, quantitative analysis of message 

characteristics” (Neuendorf, 2017). This type of research method provides a “flexible method for 

analyzing text data (Cavanagh, 1997, as cited in, Hsieh and Shannon, 2005, p. 1277). Content 

analysis is not limited to text data, visual content can also be analyzed. Visual content analysis is 

a “systematic, observational method used for testing hypotheses about the ways in which the 

media represent people, events, situations, and so on” (Bell, 2004, p. 8). Overall, content analysis 
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is an effective method for analyzing Instagram content as it is naturally occurring without the 

manipulation of variables in an experimental setting (Neuendorf, 2017).  

My research question looks to explore and analyze possible relationships between 

qualitative and quantitative features present in Instagram posts. The qualitative features are the 

message strategies present in the caption. The message strategies represent qualitative data since 

the unit of analysis may be written words. This data will be turned into quantitative data during 

the process of coding. The quantitative data include the visual characteristics that are present in 

the Instagram photos as well as the number of likes and comments each post received as well as 

the day and time of the post. Each type of data on its own is important and valuable, but by 

taking all of the data together I will be able to gain a more well-rounded understanding of the 

topic.  

Both the photos and captions will be coded on the presence of themes which will be 

determined by the presence of manifest content such as particular words, or latent content which 

implies an overall meaning or representation of a theme (Merrigan et al., 2012). The photos will 

be coded using the semiotic dimensions of representation, interaction, composition, and modality 

as seen in Table 1 (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006). The message strategy shown in the posts will 

be coded using a pre-existing framework based on uses and gratifications theory as presented by 

Dolan et al., 2019, as seen in Table 1.  
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Table 1: Semiotic Dimensions 

 

Sample Criteria 

The content analysis will be directed in the sense that the sample will be chosen based on 

specific criteria. The criteria are as follows: 

A. Located in Canada 

B. Makes handmade products 

C. Between 1500-2000 followers 

D. Focuses on one type of product 
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This criterion has been set for a number of reasons. I specifically wanted to expand the 

existing literature on micro-small businesses in Canada, so the first two criteria are essential. I 

chose to select only businesses that create handmade products as I am passionate about this 

sector. I personally operate a business where I create handmade products, so it is of particular 

interest to me to research other similar businesses. This specific requirement means that many 

microbusinesses in Canada will not be represented in this study including those in the industries 

of service, construction, transportation, finance, etc. The third eligibility criteria I included was 

that each included Instagram account should have between 1500 to 2000 followers. This is 

important because the number of followers an Instagram account has is an indicator of the time 

and effort spent to maintain it. Having a minimum follower count of 1500 means that the chosen 

businesses will be of a similar standard and are more likely to be considered a micro-business (1-

4 employees). This benchmark also means that thousands of microbusinesses will not even be 

considered.  

Population Selection 

A number of search requests were made on Instagram utilizing functions like search and 

hashtags to find businesses in Canada. Once they passed the initial criteria (Canadian, handmade 

products, and between 1500-2000 followers) they were added to a Google Sheet which was 

sectioned into categories of products. I wanted to have only one business from each category for 

the study so that it covers a wide range of businesses.  



EFFECTIVENESS OF CANADIAN SMALL BUSINESS CONTENT 

22 

 

Methodology 

Phase 1 - Social Metrics 

The metrics that are available to view on Instagram are currently the most tactile 

representation of engagement that we have access to. Instagram provides a variety of metrics that 

business owners can use to gauge how successful their posts are, but for the public, we can only 

see the number of likes and comments. While these are helpful, Instagram as an application is 

controlled by various algorithms which can skew the results. “To some extent, counts reflect 

opaque algorithmic decision making as much as they reflect expressions of interest” (Baym, 

2013, 5.2.1. Skew section). According to Gillespie et al., algorithms are made to seem “hands-

off”, they are supposed to be objective formulas within the applications themselves that provide 

relevant and credible results based on the users’ input (2014, p. 179). It is important to 

understand that there is a direct relationship between users and the algorithms and to understand 

it “not as a one-directional influence, but as a recursive loop between the calculations of the 

algorithm and the ‘calculations’ of people” (Gillespie et al., 2014, p. 183, para. 2).  

Since the Instagram feed is currently not shown in chronological order, there is some 

debate on whether the day of the week and time of day an Instagram post was made makes a 

difference on engagement levels. As of December 2021, there is reason to believe that users may 

have the ability to view their feed chronologically again soon (Instagram Comms, 2021). Dolan 

et al., indicated that previous studies have shown that there are significant differences in the 

number of likes throughout the week, but the number of comments stayed stable (2017, p. 10). 

The engagement was also found to be lower in the morning and early afternoon compared to the 

evening and nighttime (Golder et al., 2007, as cited in, Dolan et al., 2017, p. 10). These variables 
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along with the corresponding engagement levels for the data set are important to collect and 

analyze. Small business owners have the opportunity to pre-schedule their social media content 

which not only saves them time but also allows them to maximize the chance that their content 

will be seen and interacted with during peak times. 

 

Phase 2 - Visual 

Photos are the foundation of Instagram. Instagram launched in 2010 and quickly grew in 

popularity. The mobile app provided users with the ability to take images, edit and post them 

directly from within the application. A typical Instagram feed around this time would have been 

filled with spontaneous images edited with heavy filters. It was normal to see candid selfies and 

quick snaps of Sunday brunch. Today, most Instagram feeds are extremely calculated and 

planned out. For businesses especially, creating a strategy and planning the content they want to 

post is not uncommon. As the saying goes, “a picture is worth a thousand words”, and an 

Instagram photo of a business’ product can communicate a lot, very quickly. Whether we realize 

it or not, every image we see showing a business’s product is telling us a story. Semiotics is the 

communication and interpretation of meaning through visual signs and symbols. According to 

Kress & Van Leeuwen, there are four semiotic dimensions (representation, interaction, 

composition, and modality).  

Representation is “the ability of semiotic systems to represent objects and their relations 

in a world outside the representational system or in the semiotic systems of a culture” (Kress & 

van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 42). Representation is the examination of who or what is represented in 

the image and includes activities, movement, clothing, content, background, etc., (Durrani, 

2021). 
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Interaction is “the ability of semiotic systems to represent objects and their relations in a 

world outside the representational system or in the semiotic systems of a culture” (Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 2006, p. 42). Interaction includes methods such as gaze (direct or indirect), which 

“conveys a sense of interaction between the depicted person and the viewer” (Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 2006, p. 43) supported by the study by Valentini et al., (2018). Durrani notes that this 

can be achieved using different techniques and visual cues like power relations (“conveyed with 

the help of camera angles—high, low, or equal angle”) and the distance at which the image was 

taken, or “social distance” (2021, p. 138).  

Composition is “the ability of semiotic systems to represent objects and their relations in 

a world outside the representational system or in the semiotic systems of a culture” (Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 2006, p. 43). Composition is the varying arrangements of the elements that result in 

different meanings. Elements can include text, lines, shapes, textures, patterns, colors, objects, 

etc. Elements coded in this category include symmetry, information value, product salience, and 

framing. Kostyk & Huhmann studied the effects of symmetry and found that those with high 

contrast and either vertical or horizontal symmetry had a higher chance of being liked on 

Instagram (2021). Information value pertains to where high importance elements are placed in an 

image and what that placement means (p. 180).  The study by Valentini et al., (2018) also 

supported this by investigating product salience, where some images showed the product in the 

foreground and others in the background. Framing is described as “devices which connect or 

disconnect elements of the composition” (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 176). 

Kress & Van Leeuwen describe information values as either left and right, top and 

bottom or center and margin. The authors depict a two-page women’s weekly magazine spread, 



EFFECTIVENESS OF CANADIAN SMALL BUSINESS CONTENT 

25 

 

the content on the left side of the page is said to be “given” (something the audience already 

knows or a familiar concept in society), and the content on the right side of the page is “new” or 

the message or current issue at hand (2006, p. 180). Media that uses this left or right information 

value is utilizing the vertical axis, by presenting one piece of information on the left the creator is 

presenting it as if it already has value or importance to the reader. Whether or not the information 

resonates with the viewer, they must read it within that left/right structure either way. The 

information value of top and bottom is described as the “ideal and real”. As you can see in 

Figure 1 (see Appendix), the top portion represents the “promise of the product” or “what might 

be”, and the lower portion tells the reader factual information (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 

186). Within the concept of center/margin information value, items placed in the center are 

presented as “the nucleus”, to which all other surrounding elements are dependent (Kress & Van 

Leeuwen, 2006, p. 196). A visual representation of the information values can be seen in Figure 

2. 
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Figure 2: Dimensions of Visual Space 
Note. Adapted from Reading Images : The Grammar of Visual Design. (2nd ed., p. 197), by G. 
Kress., & T. Van Leeuwen, 2006, Routledge. Copyright © 1996, 2006, Gunther Kress and Theo 
van Leeuwen 
 

Modality is the truth or credibility of a subject through a social semiotic lens of a 

particular construct (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 154). The chosen construct is “naturalism” 

as defined by Kress and van Leeuwen (p. 158). Kress and Van Leeuwen discuss how one of the 

“crucial issues in communication is the question of the reliability of messages” which is 

especially important on social media platforms such as Instagram (2006, p. 154). They describe 

the “modality markers” which are various scales used as markers of an image’s representation of 
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reality. The authors detail eight markers including color saturation, color differentiation, color 

modulation, contextualization, representation, depth, illumination, and brightness (Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 2006, p. 160). The authors note that the modality markers are used under a naturalistic 

coding orientation, as opposed to other orientations such as the technological or sensory coding 

orientation which evaluate an image’s effectiveness scientifically or emotionally rather than if it 

represents reality.   

I will be using the eight modality markers, each on a scale of one to five. Kress and van 

Leeuwen describe how to determine if a photo is “natural” or not by observing the photo and 

determining if what is represented could be observed in reality by the human eye, they note that 

the benchmark for comparison is what a standard 35mm camera would capture. In this case, the 

point of highest modality on each scale is at three and any movement to the left or right results in 

lower modality.  

 

 

 
Figure 3: Modality Scale 
Note. Adapted from Reading Images : The Grammar of Visual Design. (2nd ed.), by G. Kress., 
& T. Van Leeuwen, 2006, Routledge. Copyright © 1996, 2006, Gunther Kress and Theo van 
Leeuwen 
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Phase 3 - Caption Message Strategy 

The theoretical framework that guided the analysis during phase three was uses and 

gratifications theory by Elihu Katz and David Foulkes (1962). The theory presents the idea that 

people use media to satisfy their own needs. At the time of Katz and Foulkes study, most 

research was asking the question “What do the media do to people?” but Katz and Foulkes 

flipped the question to “What do people do with the media?” (Elihu Katz & David Foulkes, 

1962, p. 379). This introduced the concept that people are more than just bystanders of mass 

media but are active participants. The authors discussed a number of situations in which society 

uses mass media to fulfill their own needs (such as using television as an escape) (p. 379).  

Uses and gratifications theory explains how “different people can use the same mass 

medium for very different purposes (Severin and Tankard, 1997, as cited in, Ko et al., 2005, p. 

58). Katz and Foulkes initially identified escapism as one of the main motivational factors that 

push users to seek out types of media to satisfy those intrinsic needs (1962). Since uses and 

gratifications theory is an “axiomatic theory” its principles can be applied to a number of 

different situations (Lin 199a, as cited in, Ko et al., 2005, p. 58). Based on many prior 

frameworks, Ko et al. created a measurement model for interactive advertising on the internet. 

This model featured four motivational categories: information, convenience, entertainment, and 

social interaction (2005).  

Over the years, many categories of uses and gratifications have been created in order to 

fit the varying needs of new research studies based on a wide range of media types, and genres 

(Muntinga et al., 2011). Muntinga et al., discussed the popular categorization by McQuail (1983) 

along with two additional categories that have emerged from social media motivation literature. 
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The categories are entertainment, integration and social interaction, personal identity/information 

motivations, and remuneration and empowerment.  

The classification framework being used for this study was adapted by Dolan et al., 

(2019) and is based on the theoretical foundation of uses and gratifications theory as well as a 

number of other studies (Cvijikj and Michahelles, 2013; De Vries et al., 2012; Lee et al., 2013, 

Ashley and Tuten, 2015; Tafesse & Wien, 2017) and includes the categories: informational, 

remunerative, entertaining, and relational. These are further categorized into being either a 

rational (informational and remunerative) or emotional message strategy (entertaining or 

relational).  

Rational appeals typically include elements such as product information, features, 

performance specs, etc. This type of information appeals to customers who are guided by logic, 

information, and facts (Schiffman and Kanuk, 2004, as cited in, Dolan et al., 2019, p. 2219). 

Emotional message appeals are tailored towards the psychological and social needs of the 

consumer (Ashley and Tuten, 2015, as cited in, Dolan et al., 2019, p. 2220). Examples of 

emotional message appeals include those that discuss brand personality, community, emotions, 

holidays, humorous content, etc. Many studies have explored the factors that influence the 

effectiveness of rational versus emotional message appeals. In general, messages containing 

rational appeals require the viewer to use the central processing path as described by the 

elaboration likelihood model and emotional message appeals allow the viewer to use the 

peripheral processing path (Petty et al., 1983).  

The classification framework in Table 2 (Dolan et al., 2019, p. 2218) will be used to code 

the message strategies used in the Instagram posts. There is also a coding dictionary from this 
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study which can be used as a reference (see Appendix 1). The sub-categories will be changed 

and adapted to fit my sample if needed.  

 

Table 2: Social Media Content Categories 

 

Note. Adapted from “Social media engagement behavior: A framework for engaging customers 
through social media content,” by R. Dolan., J. Conduit., C. Frethey-Bentham., J. Fahy., S. 
Goodman, 2019, European Journal of Marketing, 53(10), p. 2218 
(http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/EJM-03-2017-0182). Copyright © 2019, Emerald Publishing Limited 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/EJM-03-2017-0182
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Data Collection 

After finalizing the sample population, I identified the Instagram post published nearest 

to the date of December 20th, 2021, for each business. This post was used as the starting point 

for data collection. Utilizing Microsoft Excel, I input the business name, the number of followers 

the account had at the time of collection, a code to identify each photo, the number of likes and 

comments for each photo, the date, day of the week, and time the photo was posted to Instagram 

based on the time zone of the business and the photo’s caption into the Excel sheet.  

Data Set Description 

As seen in Table 4, the data set consists of 100 posts from 10 Canadian businesses. 10 

posts were captured from each business beginning on December 20th, 2021 (or the closest day) 

and moving backwards. Each business actively and regularly posted on Instagram, had a public 

account, and mainly focused on one type of product.  

Table 4: Business Overview 
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Coding  

Phase 1: Initial Data Collection 

This phase was completed first as it served as the initial step of data collection. I set up 

Excel so that each phase was in a separate tab but used formulas to carry over information from 

the initial data collection into the remaining two tabs. The information that was carried over 

included the business name, the sample photo number, the number of likes, and the number of 

comments. This made it easier to compare the efficiency of various themes and messages within 

each phase. The first phase of this project did not require any coding as I simply had to input the 

data into their corresponding columns on Excel. 

 

Phase 2: Coding Images 

Each of the semiotic dimensions (representation, interaction, composition, and modality) 

and their subcategories were input into Excel across columns at the top of the page. The business 

names, photo reference numbers ,and engagement metrics were automatically populated from the 

Excel tab used in Phase 1. I created a codebook with definitions of the various types of answers 

for each column and gave each a number (Table 5). Going from left to right, I picked a column 

and then coded each image by row. For example, I started with the subcategory “their product” 

and looked at each of the 100 images and either coded a 1 if the image showed the business’s 

product or a 0 if it did not. By coding column by column, it was easier to stay concentrated on 

the variable at hand and provide more consistent results. 
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The second phase included the categories representation, activity, movement, digital text, 

and product arrangement. A detailed view of the categories and their subcategories can be found 

in Table 5. The category of modality has 8 variables and was the most difficult to code. This 

coding scheme is based on the scales used by Kress & Van Leeuwen, (2006). The authors 

provided minimal examples of the scales in use, so I designed a set of scales with visual 

examples and referred back to this during the coding process (Figure 4, Table 5 - see Appendix). 

The color saturation scale runs from the absence of color to full color saturation, color 

differentiation runs from monochrome to a maximally diversified range of colors, color 

modulation from plain color to fully modulated, contextualization from the absence of a 

background to a fully articulated and detailed background, representation of detail runs from 

maximum abstraction to maximum pictorial detail, depth runs from the absence of depth to 

exaggerated depth (such as fisheye), illumination runs from an absence of the play of light and 

shade to an exaggerated presence, and the brightness scale runs from minimal difference between 

the lightest/darkest areas to an image with high contrast. Since the modality section was coded 

using the naturalistic coding orientation as defined by Kress & Van Leeuwen, many of these 

variables were not applicable to digitally created images. These images received a code of 0 to 

represent not applicable. Other images which presented difficulty were those that were a collage 

of multiple separate images and those that featured both a traditional photograph and digital 

elements like a text overlay. For certain categories such as information value, each image may 

have one or more elements that are placed in different areas of the image making it difficult to 

choose which was the most important.  
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Phase 3: Coding Captions 

The business information, photo reference number, captions, and engagement metrics for 

each post were automatically populated from the Excel tab used in Phase 1. Across the top of the 

sheet, the columns were divided into the four categories of the uses and gratifications theory 

message strategies (rational or emotional) and their subcategories (informational, remunerative, 

entertaining, emotional). Based on the codebook from Dolan et al., (2019), I input any relevant 

coding variables under the appropriate subcategories, for example, under “informational” I used 

the same variables of “brand name”, “price”, “contact details”, etc. The 2019 study by Dolan et 

al., was in reference to vineyards, so there were some categories that were not relevant to my 

study. I also coded the captions column by column, reading each coding variable and scanning 

each caption to see if it was present. New coding elements were added as needed to the relevant 

subcategories, throughout this phase.  

The framework from Dolan et al., (2019) acted as the foundation for the third coding 

phase and categories were adjusted as needed to fit the study purposes. For example, I added to 

the variable of “website” to include the mention of the words “website, shop, store, Etsy, and 

Shopify” in the post caption as well as if the business typed out their website link in the caption. 

The category “product name” was only marked as present if the product’s actual name was used 

such as “Christmas Village Bowtie” or “The Cranberry Tart” not just the word “bowtie” or 

“candle” which would be considered under the variable “product mention”. For variables like 

“product variety”, the presence of this variable depended on the caption including factors such as 

mentioning multiple products, different styles, patterns, shapes, scents, etc. Any mention of a 

product included product features such as  “double layer beanie”, “crackling wood wick”, “pink 
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glaze”, and “ultra soft, distressed vintage print”. Any insinuation of limited availability or 

phrases such as “a few left”, “last one”, “a couple in the shop”, and “limited edition” were coded 

under limited availability/quantity. Examples of calls to action include questions, stating that the 

link is in their bio to their shop/product, asking followers to sign up for a newsletter, asking to 

tag the business in photos or share a review, giveaway instructions, etc. Mentions of a holiday 

included words like “gift”, “holiday shopping”, “Christmas”, “elves”, etc. I not only read through 

the captions to scan for the presence of each variable, but also used the “control find” function on 

Excel to search for specific words. 

Methods of Analysis 

I utilized the data analysis features on Microsoft Excel. Since the data in my Excel sheets 

were converted to corresponding numbers, the analysis features on Excel provide many options. 

PivotTables were used to compare two or more columns to each other. These comparisons were 

primarily engagement versus a specific variable. I also used the data analysis features to populate 

figures to demonstrate the percentage of the sample which used each visual variable or message 

strategy to provide summaries. The correlation function was used to investigate the possibility of 

a statistically significant relationship between engagement and the mentioned variables.  

Ethical Considerations 

This study is free of concerns regarding privacy and permissions, as all the images were 

obtained from publicly viewable social media accounts. The nature of a content analysis means 

that the data will be aggregated, and the individual businesses will not be identifiable.  
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Chapter 4: Findings and Discussion 

Findings 

The findings of this study are presented in three parts that coincide with the phases of the 

data collection and coding process (Phase 1: Social Metrics, Phase 2: Visual Themes, Phase 3: 

Message Strategies). The tables and figures below show overviews of relevant information, 

comparisons of averages of engagement to specific variables (e.g., time, day of week, caption 

length, etc.), as well as visual representations of the percentage of the sample that used each type 

of visual element or message strategy (e.g., human models, nature, symmetrical images, digital 

graphics, product framing, etc.). The correlations were calculated from the coding spreadsheet 

and are used to reflect each variable and its possible relationship to engagement. While the 

results are limited due to the small sample of 100 posts, they do help demonstrate where patterns 

and relationships are already present. 

 

Phase 1: Social Metrics 

The findings from phase one cover data such as follower count, published day and times 

of the posts, caption length, and engagement levels in the form of likes and comments. Tables 

and figures were used to summarize this data and to represent interesting patterns that were 

presented. Calculations were made between each of the major categories and engagement to 

show any correlations.  
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Table 6: Engagement Levels by Business 

 

Table 7: Correlation of Social Media Metrics 

 
 
 
Table 8: Top Posts by Likes 
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Figure 5: Posts by Day of the Week 
 
 

 
Figure 6: Engagement by Day of the Week 
 
 

 
Figure 7: Time of Posts 
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Figure 8: Number of Likes per Post by Time 
 
 
 

 
Figure 9: Caption Length and Engagement 
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Phase 2: Visual Themes 

The findings in phase two cover the semiotic dimensions of representation, interaction, 

composition, and modality. Average engagement metrics are used to show patterns with various 

visual elements, and counts reveal the number of posts in the sample that were observed to 

demonstrate top visual elements. Correlations between each of the semiotic dimensions and 

engagement metrics are included to convey possible relationships and patterns.  

 
Table 10: Representation, Interaction and Composition Correlation 
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Table 11: Representation, Interaction and Composition Count and Engagement Comparison 
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Figure 10: Use of Representation (Who/What) 
 
 
 

 

Figure 11: Representation by Use 
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Figure 12: Representation (Activity) by Use 

 
 

 
Figure 13: Interaction by Use 
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Figure 14: Composition by Use 
 
 
 
Table 12: Number of Posts at Each Modality Level 
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Table 13: Modality Levels and Engagement  

 

 
Table 14: Modality Correlation 
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Phase 3: Message Strategy 

The findings included in phase three represent the categories of rational or emotional 

message strategies and their subcategories: informational, remunerative, entertaining, and 

relational. The counts of observed message strategy use provide the opportunity to generalize 

about the types of content used most and least often. Usage of each message strategy is also 

compared to engagement levels and correlations show the degree to which each strategy has a 

positive or negative relationship to engagement.  

 
Figure 15: Count of Message Strategy Use (by Category) 
 

  
Figure 16: Top Used Message Strategies 
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Table 15: Message Strategy Correlation1 

 
 
 

 
Figure 18: Percentage of Posts which used each Message Strategy 
 

 
1 Note: Only variables that were observed in the sample are included in this table. 
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Table 16: Message Strategy Use and Engagement Comparison 
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Figure 19: Average Engagement by Message Strategy Category 
 
 

Results and Comparison 

The section below points out relevant quantitative results such as average engagement, 

percentage of the sample that utilized each variable, and correlations which tell the statistical 

significance of the relationship between two variables. Comparisons are also made between my 

findings and prior research mentioned in Chapter 2 when there are overlapping results of interest.  

Phase 1: Social Metrics 

As seen in Table 6, business 10 had the highest average engagement overall at 11.65%, 

even though it had the least number of followers. The second-highest average engagement came 

from business 2 (pet accessories) at 4.35%. The business with the most followers (business 5 - 

stationery) had a below-average engagement at only 2.92%. Business 9 (knit accessories) had the 

lowest overall engagement at 1.43%.  
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Table 8 shows the 10 photos with the top likes. Out of the top 10 most liked images, the 

top 5 were from the jewelry business. This business did have the fewest followers at only 1521 

which supports the findings that follower count and number of likes had a weak negative 

relationship. In comparison, the business with the most followers was the stationery business 

with 1996 followers. This business also had mostly product focused images, but they only saw 

engagement from 2.92% of their audience (Table 6). Interestingly, there was a weak negative 

correlation found between follower count and number of likes (Table 7). The top 10 commented 

on posts can be seen in Table 9 (see Appendix). 

The posts were fairly distributed across each day of the week as seen in Figure 5. 

Thursday and Friday were the most popular days to post, reaching 16 and 17 posts over the 

collection period. While the most posts were published on Fridays, the posts made on 

Wednesdays received the most likes (1335), and posts on Thursdays received the most comments 

(152) (Figure 6). The least amount of likes and comments both occurred on Sunday. The slight 

peak in likes on Wednesdays fits the results of prior research by Dolan et al. (2017). Previous 

studies have found that peak activity from users is between Monday to Friday (Golder et al., 

2007, as cited in, Dolan et al., 2017, p. 10), compared to my results found in Figure 6. 

Interestingly, I found that the most posts were made on Fridays and the least were posted on 

Sundays, whereas Dolan et al., found that Thursdays had the most activity and Saturdays the 

least (2017, p.10). 

Figure 7 shows the range of posting times over the collection period, contrary to previous 

studies, my analysis showed that engagement was higher between 7 AM and 2 PM and dropped 

significantly after this time. Per my data set, only 24% of the 100 posts were posted outside of 7 

AM to 2 PM. The authors noted that the reasoning behind this is due to the fact that social media 
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users had been found to engage less during the morning and early afternoon compared to the 

evening (Golder et al., 2007, as cited in Dolan et al., 2017, p. 10). Since the Instagram feed no 

longer shows the user content chronologically this could explain the difference in engagement 

levels in my data set as users are not necessarily seeing content that has been recently posted.  

10-11 AM was the most popular posting time with 15 posts being published during that 

time over the study period. Overall posts made between 9AM-1 PM received the highest number 

of likes. The highest comments were for posts at 2 PM and the most concentrated engagement 

for all posts was between 7 AM and 2 PM (Figure 8). There were no significant correlations 

between the day or time of posts and the amount of engagement received (Table 7). Out of 

curiosity, I calculated the correlation between the length of the caption and engagement, and it 

showed a weak positive relationship for comments and a moderate positive relationship for likes 

(Table 7). 

 

Phase 2: Visual Themes 

The top representation variables that occurred the most included showing the business’ 

own product, photography props, making of product/design/packaging/shipping, and digital 

graphic/element (Figure 10). Most of the categories under representation did not have a 

statistically significant relationship to likes or comments (Table 10). Nature showed a moderate 

positive relationship with the number of likes, and posts about sales/promotions had a moderate 

positive correlation to the number of comments. Staged photos, photos with a solid background 

and flat lay photos taken from above the product were the most popular style of photo posted 

(Figure 12), there was a moderate positive relationship between direct upload images and the 

number of comments which is likely due to a digitally designed photo which was a giveaway 
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announcement which required comments to enter. A weak positive relationship was found 

between both staged photos and products shown in pairs with the number of likes the image 

received (Table 10). 

The subcategories of interaction are represented in Figure 13. Considering only 18% of 

the sample featured a person or animal, the results for gaze are very low. 6% of posts featured 

direct eye contact, and 7% featured in-direct eye contact. Gaze was the least used visual variable, 

only six photos had direct eye contact whether it was a person or animal. Photos taken from an 

equal height as the subject showed a positive weak correlation to the number of likes. Photos 

which utilized close up or long-range photography had very weak negative correlations to the 

number of likes, compared to photos taken from a moderate distance which had a weak positive 

relationship to the number of likes (Table 10). 

Figure 14 shows that the majority of the sample featured high product salience (77%) and 

each photo received an average of 58.6 likes (Table 11). Similarly, 68% of posts showed high 

product framing and received an average of 55.9 likes. Images with the information value 

residing in the center area had a weak positive correlation to likes (Table 10). Images which 

utilized many information value areas in one photo showed a weak negative correlation to likes. 

There is some evidence of weak positive correlations to high product salience and moderate 

product framing to likes (Table 10) which matches the results from the 2018 study from 

Valentini et al. 

As seen in Table 12, all but three categories (contextualization, depth, and brightness) 

resulted in the majority of the sample scoring at a 3 (highest modality) on their individual scales. 

9 out of the 100 posts in the sample received an 8/8 on modality, meaning those images were the 



EFFECTIVENESS OF CANADIAN SMALL BUSINESS CONTENT 

53 

 

truest representations of what the eye would see. I did not find a significant relationship between 

the image’s overall representation of reality (modality score) and likes. 

Level four of representation of detail showed a moderate positive relationship with the 

number of likes (Table 14). These images showed more detail than would normally be seen, 

meaning the images were sharp, the backgrounds were in focus to a greater degree. Level two of 

depth showed a weak positive relationship to the number of likes. These are images taken from 

directly in front of the subject, not at an angle (see Table 5 in the Appendix for examples). On 

the brightness scale (contrast), photos at a level two also had a weak positive relationship to likes 

(Table 14). Photos coded as a two for brightness were slightly less bright than what they eye 

would see or had a sort of hazy look. This directly opposes the results from Reber (2012) which 

found that images with high contrast had a more positive effect on engagement.  

 

Phase 3: Message Strategy 

Figure 15 shows an overview of which message strategy categories were used in the 

sample. Each post used an average of 4 strategies, 2 businesses did not use any of the coded 

message strategies. The most frequently used message strategies can be seen in Figure 16, along 

with the least used strategies in Figure 17 (see Appendix).  

Captions which discussed love and caring showed moderate positive correlations with 

both likes and comments, and those which discussed being thankful showed a moderate positive 

relationship with comments (Table 15). The informational categories mention of website, product 

dimensions, and product making/design showed weak positive relationships to number of likes, 

while the category mention company name showed a weak positive relationship with comments 

(Table 15). 
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Figure 18 shows the total percentage of posts that used one of the message strategies at 

least once. 82% of posts used 1 or more informational message strategies and the most used 

strategy was any mention of a product including its features, color, shape, material, etc., with 

58% of the sample using this tactic and 23% of posts mentioned the business’ website or other 

online platforms. Only 12% of posts used a remunerative tactic (mentioning a sale or giveaway). 

These findings are consistent with the 2017 study from Dolan et al., (p. 11). 

De Vries et al., did not find any significant relationship between message strategy 

category and engagement levels (2012), yet Cvijikj & Michahelles (2013) and Park et al., (2009) 

both found that entertaining content had a significant positive effect on engagement levels which 

was not found in my sample. Contrary to Cvijikj & Michahelles (2013), my data showed a 

moderate positive relationship between remunerative content (sales and giveaways) and likes, 

and specifically between giveaways and comments (Table 15). Posts mentioning sales, 

promotions and giveaways received the highest engagement on average (Table 16). 

Research Limitations and Future Research 

There are a few limitations that require explanation. As this research was conducted as 

part of my capstone project, for completion of the Master of Arts in Communication and 

Technology program at the University of Alberta, it was limited to only my input. While I 

worked as objectively as possible, I was the only coder of the engagement metrics, images, and 

text; so, there is a potential for bias without confirming intercoder reliability. It was important to 

me to be as systematic as possible in the coding process which is why I chose to use the 

preexisting classification framework from Dolan et al., (2019) for the coding of the message 

strategies as it is based on previous research. It is important to note that the findings are unique 
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to this content and the results are reflective of myself as the sole coder. By choosing a 

predetermined framework for the coding in phase two, creating a descriptive matrix for the codes 

used and including those in my paper for reference, it is my intention that I am upholding 

reliability and replicability standards and that this could be recreated in the future according to 

Neuendorf (2017).  

I only used publicly available engagement metrics for the number of likes and comments, 

but future research could request access to the full engagement insights from each business to 

gain a better understanding. For the scope of this assignment, I did not collect or analyze the 

individual comments or hashtags for each Instagram post which may provide useful information. 

If there were multiple images (a carousel post), only the first image was considered. This study 

also did not include videos. The images could also be coded using the sensory coding orientation 

as defined by Kress and Van Leeuwen which can be useful for advertisements since they tend to 

use sensory or emotional strategies. In the future, if this study were to be recreated, I would 

recommend only select posts that include the business’ own product and that are photographs. 

Digitally created images could be analyzed by altering the method I used. 
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Summary of Key Findings 

● Business 10 (jewelry) received the highest average likes per post (168) and also received 

the highest sum of likes (1683) 

● Business 2 (pet accessories) received the highest average comments (12) and sum of 

comments (122) 

● The business which had the most popular posts had the fewest followers overall 

● Thursday and Fridays were the most popular days for a business to post on 

● Engagement by likes peaked on Wednesdays 

● Engagement by comments peaked on Thursdays 

● The majority of posts fell on level 3 of the modality scales 

● 82% of posts utilized informational message strategies 

● 12% of posts utilized remunerative message strategies 

● Captions mentioning giveaways received the highest number of likes and comments 

● Captions with relational information received higher engagement than the remaining 

categories (informational and entertaining) 

Summary of Correlations 

● No statistically significant relationship between the industry and the engagement levels 

● Posts with captions between ~400-600 characters received the most likes (115) 

● Moderate positive relationship between caption length and number of likes and 

comments received (+0.33) and (+0.24) 
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● Few weak positive relationships were found with images that showed nature (+0.30), 

staged photos (+0.17), products shown in pairs (+0.20), photos taken from an equal angle 

(+0.14), and photos taken from a moderate distance (+0.25) with the number of likes 

received 

● Photos with a center information value (+0.23), high product salience (+0.15) and 

moderate product framing (+0.10) also showed low positive correlations to the number of 

likes received 

● The modality variables representation of detail (level four) depth (level two), and 

brightness (level two) all had weak positive correlations to the number of likes an image 

received (+0.28 - 0.53) 

● Captions which discussed information such as websites, product dimensions, and info 

about how the product is made or designed showed a positive correlation to likes (+0.13 - 

0.18) 

● Captions mentioning sales had a positive relationship with likes (+0.36) 

● Captions mentioning giveaways or contests showed a positive correlation to likes (+0.53) 

and comments (+0.46) 

● Captions that discussed emotions such as love, caring, and being thankful resulted in 

positive correlations to engagement (+0.39 - 0.64) 
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Discussion 

The previous discussion presented the results of statistical analysis in the form of 

quantitative summaries and correlations. This section provides an overview of the findings in 

order from social metrics to visual elements, and finally message strategies. By reiterating the 

results, I am also striving to provide clarification on their meaning in the context of small 

business social media marketing.  

Since the findings showed that the business with the least number of followers had the 

most engagement and there were no significant relationships found between industry and 

engagement, it suggests that any business has the ability to be successful using Instagram. While 

Thursdays and Fridays were the most popular days for posts to be published, since Instagram 

does not give us data to show when the engagement is happening for a particular post more 

information is needed about when users are most active on the platform. There was a moderate 

relationship found between caption length and engagement, and the posts with the most likes 

were mostly between ~400-600 characters in length. There were some outliers that had 

shorter/longer captions which still received high engagement which may point towards the 

specific content in the caption rather than its length.  

The positive correlations between visual representation and engagement appear to show 

consumers interest in product focused images. Taken together, the visual modality variables that 

had a positive relationship to engagement would describe an image that has a product centered in 

the image, shows the full product and some context (background), is taken from an equal angle 

to the product (not from a higher angle or to the side), has a lower contrast which creates a 
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“softer” image instead of a harsh contrast between light and dark areas, but also is sharp and 

detailed and even exaggerates detail/clarity to highlight the product and its features.  

There were a number of strong correlations between caption content and engagement. Overall, 

the findings reveal that consumers are more likely to engage with posts that discuss 

informational topics such as the business’ website, and product information such as features, 

dimensions and insight into how it is made. Captions that mentioned sales and giveaways had a 

very strong correlation to engagement, this is most likely due to the fact that most giveaways 

hosted on Instagram require the user to like and comment on the post to enter into the giveaway. 

Interestingly, captions that discussed genuine expressions of emotions such as love, caring and 

being thankful resulted in much higher engagement than other message strategies. Posts such as 

these may include the business owner thanking their customers for support, wishing the reader a 

good day or weekend, discussing how their business impacts them, etc. 

Recommendations 

The recommendations made in this section are the direct result of the findings derived 

from the study and the logical reasoning I provided of their context for small business owners. 

Based on the lack of correlation between follower count and industry and the negative 

correlation between follower count and engagement, it may be more beneficial to stimulate 

engagement with the followers the business already has versus focusing solely on increasing 

followers. Keep an eye on the users that are regularly interacting with posts, reply to their 

comments, etc. It may be useful to also sift through the accounts that follow the business and 

delete any spam accounts. I also recommend that businesses should be actively posting content 

(including stories and reels which were not in the scope of this study). Content scheduling tools 
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can be used to experiment with posting on varying days of the week and times. Posting late at 

night or even during the early hours of the morning may be useful as Instagram content is not 

shown chronologically and could be seen at any time. Caption length can also be experimented 

with, take a moment to describe what is going on in the image attached to the post, explain the 

process of making the product, the inspiration behind the design, or just general features.  

The images a business owner posts on Instagram undeniably are one of the most 

important aspects to focus on as it is a visual-centric platform. Since customers are following a 

business because they like the product that is being sold, the product should almost always be the 

main focus of the images used. Prior research has also shown that human faces in social media 

photos increased engagement (Valentini et al., 2018, p. 371), so this is also a great tactic. 

Business owners could have a friend take photos of them where they create their products, or at 

events and use these types of photos to show their followers who is behind the brand! Photos 

taken at an equal angle, from a moderate distance away (to show the entire product without it 

being cut off) may be helpful for customers. Photos which show some context (background) are 

also helpful for customers to not only imagine what this product will be like in their life and also 

to understand the size if it is not discussed in the caption. For example, an image of a candle on a 

table with a white background does not tell a “story”, but the candle on a small table beside a 

bathtub tells a story of how the product could be used and the bathtub provides a reference for 

size. Also experiment with increasing the clarity and sharpness of the images so all features stand 

out. If a business operates solely online, a photo may be as close as a customer gets to the 

product before purchasing it. Care should be taken to edit photos in a way that enhances the 

product but does not distort it from what it looks like in real life.  
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Since the caption is below the photo on Instagram, the caption should be used to also 

discuss what product is shown. This can include product information such as size, scent, color, 

texture, how it was made, the products actual name, where it can be found on the business’ 

website, other complimentary products etc. Posts which featured captions that discussed love, 

caring and being thankful resulted in more engagement from followers. One of the perks of 

purchasing from a small handmade business is getting to know the person behind the product. A 

post caption is a great tool for business owners to communicate with their customers. There were 

only 4 posts out of the 100-post sample that mentioned that the products were handmade, and no 

significant relationship was observed but I do believe that it is important to show and emphasize 

that the products that users are seeing are handmade! 

Conclusion 

The results from this content analysis provide an interesting insight into the types of 

content from small businesses that social media users choose to engage with. The results, 

discussion, and recommendations are meant to be used as a starting point for businesses to begin 

thinking strategically about what type of content they post on Instagram. Since small and micro 

businesses are typically operating with very little extra financial resources, free social media 

platforms such as Instagram are the obvious go-to for marketing products and creating customer 

relationships. These insights can provide a framework for different visual and text variables that 

can be changed and adjusted to find the right type of content for the specific business and its 

followers. The themes that emerged as most important to the consumer reflected an interest in 

genuine human interaction and true reflections of products. That being said, each handmade 
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business is completely one of a kind and their social media content should be designed to 

embrace those unique characteristics. 
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Appendix 

 

 

Figure 1: Bushell’s instant coffee advertisement 
Note. Bushell’s advertisement in Women’s Weekly 1987. From Reading Images : The Grammar 
of Visual Design. (2nd ed., index), by G. Gunther., & T. Van Leeuwen, 2006, Routledge.  
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Table 3: Coding Definitions from Dolan et al., (2019) 
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Note. From “Social media engagement behavior: A framework for engaging customers through 
social media content,” by R. Dolan., J. Conduit., C. Frethey-Bentham., J. Fahy., S. Goodman, 
2019, European Journal of Marketing, 53(10), p. 2242.   (http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/EJM-03-
2017-0182). Copyright © 2019, Emerald Publishing Limited 
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Table 5: Codebook and Examples 
 

 

1 their product
2 person/model
3 animal/model
4 props
5 digital graphic
6 other business' product
7 nature
8 personal photo/other
9 pet
1 Staged photo
2 flat lay (from above)
3 solid background
4 candid
5 upload/scan
6 stock photo
1 No
2 Yes
1 Yes
2 No
1 solo
2 pair
3 group
0 N/A

a scale running from black and white to full (exaggerated) colour 
saturation

1- no color - B/W
2- limited saturation
3- natural
4- moderate saturation
5- high saturation

 a scale running from monochrome to a maximally diversified range of 
colours (exaggerated).

1- monochrome (single color) 
2- mostly monochrome - 1-2 colors
3- normal - 3-4 colors
4- mostly colorful - 5-6 colors
5- full color spectrum (red, orange, yellow, green, blue, purple) (exaggerated)

a scale running from unmodulated (flat) color to the use of many 
different shades of colors.

1- plain/flat folor
2- mostly flat colors
3- natural
4- more modulation
5- fully modulated colors

a scale running from the absence of background to the most fully 
articulated and detailed background.

1- out fo focus background, hazy or white background
2- plain color background
3- some background context 
4- moderate
5- fully articulated context

a scale running from maximum abstraction to maximum representation 
of pictorial detail.

1- maximum abstraction
2- blurred portions (like background)
3- natural detail - as seen through the naked eye
4- mostly shows detail
5- maxium detail - extreme detail - through closeup/microscope, etc

a scale running from the absence of depth to maximally deep 
perspective.

1- no depth (everything is at one focal length - such as a flat lay)
2- photos at equal angle, only depth is from overlap between subject and background
3- "natural" = frontal-isometric, angular-isometric or in central angles
4-  moderate depth
5- exagerated depth (like fisheye)

a scale running from the absence of light and shadow to the fullest 
representation of the play of light and shade

1- absence of light/shade (no shadows where they should be)
2- minimal use of light and shadow
3- natural presence of light source and shadows
4- moderate light/shadow
5- exaggerated use of light/shadow

a scale running from a maximum number of different degrees of 
brightness to just two degrees: black and white, or dark grey and lighter 
grey, or two brightness values of the same colour.

1- low contrast, hazy effect
2- few degrees of contrast
3- natural
4- moderate contrast
5- high contrast - bright whites, dark blacks (exaggerated)

1 Direct
2 Indirect
0 N/A
1 Low taken from an angle lower than the subject
2 Equal equal angle, there is no perspective on the subject, appears as 2D
3 High taken from higher than the subject, can see more sides
4 Multiple images with multiple photos taken at different angles (collage)
0 N/A Used for content that is not taken from a camera (digital graphics)

1 Close Range
•Tightly frames a person or an object with no reference to its surroundings
• part of subject may even be cut off
• typically only 1 main subject

2 Mid Range • Shows some part of the subject in more detail with some reference to surroundings

3 Long Range • shows a lot of surrounding
• may be multiple subjects

4 Mulitple
0 N/A Used for content that is not taken from a camera (digital graphics)

Power Relations

Social Distance

Modality

Contextualization

Representation of Detail

Depth

Illumination

Brightness

Interaction
Gaze

Color Saturation

Color Differentiation

Color Modulation

Representation

Movement

Digital Text

Product Arrangement

Who/What

Activity
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1 Horizontal
2 Vertical
3 Diagonal
0 N/A Image doesn't show use of symmetry
1 Left/Right
2 Top/Bottom
3 Centre/Margin
4 Multiple Image uses multiple info positions
0 N/A Used for content that is not taken from a camera (digital graphics)
1 Low Product is not the main subject
2 Moderate product draws you in but is not the only element
3 High Product draws you in
0 N/A Used for content that is not taken from a camera (digital graphics)
1 Low subject is not framed
2 Moderate product draws you in but is not the only element 

3
High intentially framed by props, photography angle, cropping, etc to make the product "pop"

also can be a 2 photo of the product that fills the entire image
0 N/A Used for content that is not taken from a camera (digital graphics)

Mention company name or @ tag
Mention "link in bio"
Mention website/platform [website name], [website.com], [shop], [store], [Etsy], [Shopify]
Product Name(s)
Price [$], [dollars}
Suggestion on Product Use/ Reason to Purchase
Event Information [event name], [@tag], [location], [address], [hours of operation]
Where to buy (Stockist/retailer)
Contact Information
Product Review Screenshot/Quote, or Customer Photo [photo from], [photo by - @]
Product Variety mentions multiple products, mentions different styles/patterns of a product, different scents
Product Dimensions/Size [ LxWxH], [s/m/l], [unisex] 
Mention of a Product (features, colors, shape, materials etc) [double layer beanie], [cracking wood wick], [pink glaze], [ultra soft], [distressed vintage print] 
Mention "handmade"
Making of (design, inspiration, packaging, etc) meaning/inspiration behind product, mention product feature, 
Info about Shipping shipping service, delays, price, time
Reference to Remaining/Limited Quantity insinutation of limited availability - [few left], [last one], [couple in the shop], [limited edition] 
Brand Fact or Other News
Sale/Offer [sale], [15% off], [Black Friday Sale]
Giveaway/Contest [giveaway]

Entertaining Mention of Collaboration with other Company
Meme
Emoji
Humor
Meme
Slang
Fun Fact
Use of a hashtag intentionall as part of the description [#shoplocalyyc], [#sorrynotsorry], [#callmeflakey], [#marketcollective], [#rayofsunshine]

Relational About the OwnerPersonal personal info
Mention Family/Friends mention of family/friend
Motivational/Inspirational Image/Quote
Community Involvement talk of charity or other community initiatives
Question [?]
Call to action [link in bio], [?], 
Holiday/Event/Day [gift], [holiday shopping], [christmas], [elves] 
Affection
Happy
Caring
Love
Nostaligia
Thankful
Grateful
Excitement
Surprise
Depression
Inadequateness
Fear
Confusion
Hurt
Anger
Loneliness
Worry
Skepticism
Remorse

Emotional

Remunerative

Framing

Symmetry

Product Salience

Information Value

Message Strategy
Rational

Informational

Composition
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Figure 4: Modality Scales and Examples 2 

 

 
2 Note: Images used from Pexels.com and require no attribution.  
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Table 9: Top Posts by Comments 

 

 

 

 
Figure 17: Least Used Message Strategies 
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