
u n i ve r s i t y  o f  co pe n h ag e n  

How are mothers negatively affected and supported by following parenting-related
Instagram profiles?
A mixed-methods study

Egmose, Ida; Krogh, Marianne Thode; Stuart, Anne Christine; Haase, Tina Wahl; Madsen,
Eva Back; Væver, Mette Skovgaard

Published in:
Acta Psychologica

DOI:
10.1016/j.actpsy.2022.103593

Publication date:
2022

Document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Document license:
CC BY-NC-ND

Citation for published version (APA):
Egmose, I., Krogh, M. T., Stuart, A. C., Haase, T. W., Madsen, E. B., & Væver, M. S. (2022). How are mothers
negatively affected and supported by following parenting-related Instagram profiles? A mixed-methods study.
Acta Psychologica, 227, [103593]. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actpsy.2022.103593

Download date: 23. maj. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actpsy.2022.103593
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/ida-egmose-pedersen(7fecd54e-dcf8-4709-9503-23f17a2d8b1c).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/marianne-thode-krogh(ecd021d7-fa9d-4123-8b1c-ccc100d76a99).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/anne-christine-stuart(bab91f66-8735-48e7-b2c5-e04de35a9962).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/tina-wahl-haase(f1851844-0871-49af-a42c-04ea7718da40).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/eva-back-madsen(e8e527dc-ba6c-47fc-a455-cf2335f68a23).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/mette-skovgaard-vaever(631c34b9-cead-485c-9dd6-e8e7770bf82f).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/how-are-mothers-negatively-affected-and-supported-by-following-parentingrelated-instagram-profiles(dbe00d59-ea7f-4832-866d-4575b309d560).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/how-are-mothers-negatively-affected-and-supported-by-following-parentingrelated-instagram-profiles(dbe00d59-ea7f-4832-866d-4575b309d560).html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actpsy.2022.103593


Acta Psychologica 227 (2022) 103593

Available online 28 April 2022
0001-6918/© 2022 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nc-nd/4.0/).

How are mothers negatively affected and supported by following 
parenting-related Instagram profiles? A mixed-methods study 

Ida Egmose *, Marianne Thode Krogh, Anne Christine Stuart, Tina Wahl Haase, 
Eva Back Madsen, Mette Skovgaard Væver 
Department of Psychology, University of Copenhagen, Øster Farimagsgade 2a, 1353 Copenhagen, Denmark   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   
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A B S T R A C T   

Many parents use social media to seek knowledge about child development and parenting, but parents are an 
understudied population in social media research. In this study, we use a mixed-methods approach to examine 
mothers' experience of following three different types of Instagram profiles: InstaParents, i.e. influencers sharing 
their personal experiences with parenthood, professional profiles disseminating knowledge about parenting and 
child development, and a university-based profile disseminating knowledge about child socioemotional devel-
opment. The participants were 270 mothers with children aged 0–6 years, who completed an online question-
naire regarding their experience and use of Instagram. Generalized Estimating Equations were used to examine 
associations between mothers' social comparison orientation and their experience of following the different types 
of profiles. Content analysis of mothers' responses to open-ended questions was used to examine how mothers 
were negatively affected and supported by the different profiles. Results showed that mothers with higher levels 
of social comparison orientation were more negatively affected by following all three types of profiles, but also 
more supported by following InstaParents. The content analysis suggested that mothers were negatively affected 
by InstaParents by making upward comparisons and supported by making horizontal comparisons. Mothers were 
supported by professional profiles, including the university-based profile, by improved knowledge, but these 
profiles could also lead to a decreased sense of parenting competence. Results inform professionals in relation to 
how to support mothers through content on Instagram and how to talk to mothers about their digital use and 
well-being.   

1. Introduction 

Becoming a parent is a significant and transformational period in life. 
Parents have to adjust to a new role and develop their parenting 
competence. In Western countries, the majority of parents of young 
children use social media platforms regularly. Parents turn to social 
media to seek knowledge or advice about parenting and child devel-
opment, to engage with communities of like-minded parents, or to 
follow influencers sharing their own personal experiences with 
parenting (Duggan et al., 2015). Hence, for some parents, part of the 
process of becoming a parent occurs online. Despite this, parents are an 
understudied population in social media research, which has mostly 
focused on adolescents. In addition, the majority of the research on 
parents and social media has focused on Facebook, and not on Insta-
gram. The majority (62.2%) of Instagram's users are between 18 and 34 
years of age (Statista, 2022); as such, Instagram users are in the same age 

group as most new parents. In this study, we use a mixed-methods 
approach to examine how mothers are negatively affected and sup-
ported by following so-called InstaParents, i.e. influencers sharing their 
personal experiences with parenthood, and Instagram profiles sharing 
professional knowledge about parenting, including a university-based 
profile. 

Overall, InstaParents may be divided into two groups: One group 
primarily share the positive sides of parenting, whereas the other group 
also share their parenting struggles (Cornelio, 2021). Two previous 
studies have examined how mothers are affected by posts from Insta-
Parents (Germic et al., 2021; Moujaes & Verrier, 2021). Germic et al. 
(2021) conducted an experiment to test whether exposure to an “alpha 
mom” post, i.e. a post which did not reflect the struggles of motherhood, 
would lead to a lower belief in one's own parenting skill compared to 
exposure to “realistic” content, i.e. a post which reflected the struggles of 
motherhood. The study was based on a sample of mothers (n = 168) 
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from the US. The results showed no difference in mothers' perceived 
parenting skills after viewing the different posts. This null finding could 
be due to several things. First, although short-term exposure to “alpha- 
mom” and “realistic” content did not affect mothers' sense of parenting 
competence, it is possible that long-term exposure to one or the other 
may affect mothers. Second, it could be explained by the finding that 
posts on social media do not affect mothers equally. Moujaes and Verrier 
(2021) examined the association between engagement with InstaMums, 
i.e. mothers made famous by Instagram, and anxiety using a sample of 
mothers (n = 210) primarily from the UK with children aged 0–5 years. 
They found that social comparison orientation, i.e. the tendency to 
compare oneself to others, moderated the relationship between 
engagement with InstaMums and anxiety in mothers; engagement with 
InstaMums was associated with more anxiety in mothers with higher 
social comparison orientation. This is in line with another study which 
found that more social comparisons on social networking sites 
(including but not limited to Instagram) were associated with higher 
levels of depression and parental role overload, and lower levels of 
perceived parental competence and social support in mothers (Coyne 
et al., 2017). Furthermore, previous studies using primarily student 
samples have also documented social comparison orientation to be 
associated with more negative experiences of social media (de Vries 
et al., 2018; Vogel et al., 2015; Yang, 2016). For instance, according to 
an experiment conducted by de Vries et al. (2018), individuals with high 
levels of social comparison orientation reported lower positive affect 
after viewing positive posts than after viewing neutral or no posts, 
whereas individuals with low levels of social comparison orientation 
reported higher positive affect after viewing positive posts than after 
viewing neutral or no posts. Thus, it is important to consider an in-
dividual's social comparison orientation when examining her/his expe-
rience of social media. 

According to social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), individuals 
use social information about others to learn about their own situation by 
comparing themselves to others. Social comparisons can be separated 
into two types: “vertical comparisons” focusing on whether the com-
parison target is doing better (upward) or worse (downward) than 
oneself and “horizontal comparisons” focusing on whether the target is 
similar to oneself (Locke, 2003). Several studies have shown that up-
ward comparisons on social media are associated with increased nega-
tive affect and decreased well-being (Dibb & Foster, 2021; Hwnag, 2019; 
Steers et al., 2014; Vogel et al., 2014). In line with this, a recent quali-
tative diary study on six Finnish mothers' experiences of social media 
also suggests that upward comparisons with friends and influencers 
evoke negative affect in the mothers (Lehto & Paasonen, 2021). In 
contrast, results regarding the effect of downward comparisons are 
ubiquitous. Downward comparisons have commonly been associated 
with positive health outcomes. In line with this, Johnson and Knobloch- 
Westerwick (2014) found that American university students used 
downward comparisons on social networking sites to manage negative 
emotions. In addition, Hwnag (2019) found that downward comparisons 
on Instagram were negatively associated with depressive symptoms in 
South Korean university students. In contrast, other studies have sug-
gested that it is the frequency rather than the direction of social com-
parisons which is associated with increased negative affect (Steers et al., 
2014; White et al., 2006). Indeed, Steers et al. (2014) found that the 
frequency of both upward and downward social comparisons on Face-
book was associated with increased depressive symptoms in American 
university students. The effect of horizontal comparisons on well-being 
has been examined to a much lesser extent. Lee et al. (2020) found that 
South Korean university students' primary motivation to make hori-
zontal comparisons on Facebook was self-enhancement, which was 
similar to their motivation to make downward comparisons, suggesting 
that horizontal comparisons work in a similar fashion. Yet, Hwnag 
(2019) did not find an effect of horizontal comparisons on South Korean 
university students' depressive symptoms. 

Although the majority of the content shared on Instagram is related 

to the user's own personal experiences, there is also a group of profiles 
hosted by professionals (e.g. pediatricians, occupational therapists, 
breastfeeding consultants, and psychologists) sharing information about 
child health, development, and parenting (Cornelio, 2021). Researchers 
have argued that Instagram has the potential to support new parents by 
providing educational content about child development and parenting 
to a large group of parents in a cost-effective way (Marcon et al., 2019). 
Yet, to the best of our knowledge, no previous studies have specifically 
examined how parents experience educational content posted by pro-
fessionals on Instagram. Germic et al. (2021) found that mothers who 
received some of their parenting information from online sources 
(75.9%, n = 123) had a lower belief in their parenting skill than mothers 
who did not receive any parenting information from online sources 
(24.1%, n = 39). However, given that a large number of mothers use the 
internet to search for parenting information (Duggan et al., 2015; Ger-
mic et al., 2021), it is important to understand how mothers are best 
supported online. A recent systematic review examining the influence of 
web-based support on adolescent mothers' well-being concluded that 
while online information curated by health care professionals in a 
controlled setting could improve mental health in adolescent mothers, 
self-acquired information sourced from various websites could increase 
anxiety (Wu et al., 2021). In addition, two previous focus group studies 
found that some of the characteristics that mothers appreciated about 
digital parenting information were that the information came from 
credible sources, were presented in different ways, e.g. both picture and 
text, were age-specific, and were received regularly without requiring 
any intervention from the mother, e.g. electronic newsletters, social 
media posts, and apps (Lupton, 2016; Virani et al., 2020). Professional 
Instagram profiles have the potential to meet many of these desired 
characteristics; information can be presented using text, pictures and 
videos, the content is curated by a professional, and by following the 
profile, the parent is exposed to content regularly and does not only 
receive random pieces of information. Yet, no previous studies have 
examined to what extent content from professional Instagram profiles 
supports mothers and whether mothers' social comparison orientation is 
related to their experience of following professional Instagram profiles. 

1.1. Development of a university-based Instagram profile about child 
socioemotional development 

In relation to a larger study called “Understanding Your Baby (Væver 
et al., 2022), we developed a university-based Instagram profile named 
@forstaadinbaby (in English “understanding your baby”; UYB). The 
larger study focuses on the experiences of first-time parents during the 
first year after birth and investigates whether health visitors can 
enhance parental self-efficacy and reflective functioning by providing 
parents with scientifically based knowledge and advice regarding their 
child's social and emotional development. As part of this study, a 
number of tools were developed to support the health visitors' guidance 
of new parents and to provide the health visitors with an opportunity to 
refer parents to additional online resources. The online resources 
included an online video library and the UYB Instagram profile, which is 
the focus of the present study. The aim of the Instagram profile was to 
provide parents with an online forum where they could find research- 
based knowledge about their child's socioemotional development and 
parenting. The profile focuses on the first year of life, but some posts are 
also relevant for parents of older children. 

The aim was to post content on the profile twice a week, with the 
content containing both text, pictures, and snippets of videos from the 
UYB video library. The content was based on results from scientific peer- 
reviewed studies and theoretical concepts, such as the “good enough” 
parent (Winnicott, 2005) and “disruption and repair” (Tronick, 1989). 
To create coherence in the content, all posts within a certain period, 
typically a month, were dedicated to a specific topic, e.g. eye contact or 
screen time. The aim was to engage followers by conducting Q & As 
(questions and answers) where they got the opportunity to ask questions 
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about a specific topic, e.g. parent-child attachment, and then answers to 
selected questions were posted on the profile in the following weeks. The 
profile also provided the followers with a place to share their own ex-
periences related to parenting by asking them questions and sharing 
their answers anonymously, e.g. “As a parent, when do you feel most 
under pressure?”. The research-based knowledge was communicated in 
a straightforward manner that was easily understandable without being 
patronizing, and whenever possible, concrete examples of how the re-
sults could be translated into parenting behavior were provided. The 
concept of “good enough” parenting was often integrated into the post to 
prevent or diminish some of the negative effects that the parenting in-
formation could create in the followers, e.g. that they felt that they 
should be doing all the things they read about on the profile all the time. 

Content was posted regularly on the profile from November 2020, 
and in February 2022, the profile had 5789 followers. The followers 
were primarily female (90.9%) and aged 25–34 years (71.9%), and a 
large percentage (38%) lived in Copenhagen, the capital of Denmark. 
The three posts with the most engagement were about attachment and 
exploration behavior (7.8% of the followers engaged with this post), 
normative separation anxiety (5.8% engagement), and screen time 
(5.0% engagement). 

1.2. Present study 

In the present study, we use a mixed-methods approach to examine 
mothers' experience of being negatively affected and supported by 
following InstaParents, professional profiles in general, and the UYB 
Instagram profile. First, we use quantitative measures to examine which 
profiles mothers experience as most negative and most supportive in 
relation to their parental role (RQ1) and whether mothers' tendency to 
compare themselves to others predicts their experience of following the 
different profiles (RQ2). Regarding the latter, we hypothesize that 
mothers with a higher tendency to compare themselves to others will be 
more negatively affected by following the different Instagram profiles. 
Second, we use a qualitative approach to examine how the different 
Instagram profiles have negatively affected and supported mothers in 
their parenting (RQ3). The present study extends previous research in 
two ways. First, we do not only focus on InstaParents but also on profiles 
disseminating professional knowledge. Second, we use a mixed-methods 
approach to obtain more in-depth information about the mothers' 
perception of how they have been negatively affected and supported by 
following different types of Instagram profiles. 

2. Method 

2.1. Procedure 

Participants in the current study were recruited through the UYB 
Instagram profile, and they did not have to be part of the larger study to 
take part in the present study. Data collection took place in November 
2021 and lasted three weeks. In this period, the study was mentioned in 
a number of posts and stories on the UYB Instagram profile to make 
parents aware of it. 

In the recruitment posts and stories on Instagram, the study and the 
requirements for participation were described. The requirements for 
participation were: being a parent and having one or more children, 
with the youngest child being maximum 6 years old. It was not a 
requirement that the participants had to follow the UYB Instagram 
profile. 

At the end of every week, a draw was made for a gift certificate worth 
200 DKK (approx. 30 $) for a store selling baby items among all par-
ticipants who had completed the questionnaire. Overall, three draws 
were made while the data collection was ongoing. 

The study was approved by the Institutional Ethical Review Board 
(Department of Psychology, University of Copenhagen, #514-0050/ 
2018-2000). 

2.2. Participants 

During the data collection period, 332 parents filled out the whole or 
parts of the questionnaire, with 244 parents completing the entire 
questionnaire. Of the 332 parents, 325 were female, five were male and 
two did not want to state their gender or perceived themselves as 
something other than male or female. Due to the very low number of 
non-females in the sample, it was decided to solely focus on the female 
participants in the analyses, resulting in a sample of 325 mothers. Out of 
these, 55 mothers did not answer any questions about their experience 
of the different types of Instagram profiles, social comparison orienta-
tion or time spent on Instagram, so these mothers were excluded due to 
missing data, leaving a total sample of 270 mothers for this study. 

Table 1 displays sociodemographic characteristics of the mothers 
included in this study and the mothers excluded from the study due to 
missing data. Independent samples t-tests, chi-square tests, and Mann- 
Whitney U tests were used to compare the two groups in terms of soci-
odemographic characteristics. Chi-square tests were only performed 
when n > 30 in the two groups. There were no differences between 
mothers who were included and excluded in relation to maternal age, 
Danish origin, educational level, parity, and age of the youngest child. 

The mothers included in the present study are primarily first-time 
mothers (80.4%) with a Danish origin (97.8%). The majority of the 
mothers have a child aged 0–1 years (69.3%), and the mothers are well- 
educated with 81.1% having a bachelor's degree or more. 

2.3. Measures 

2.3.1. Sociodemographic data 
The mothers were asked about the sociodemographic data described 

above, namely their age, origin, level of education, and place of resi-
dence, the number of children, and the age of their children. 

2.3.2. Time spent on Instagram 
The mothers were asked how much time they had spent on average 

being on Instagram each day during the last week. The mothers could 
select one of the following response categories: 0–15 min, 15–30 min, 
30–45 min, 45–60 min, 1–1.5 h, 1.5–2 h, 2–2.5 h, 2.5–3 h, more than 3 h. 
A continuous variable was created by assigning the mean value of the 
interval to the answers, e.g. 0–15 min was converted to 7.5 min. The last 

Table 1 
Sociodemographic characteristics of the mothers included and excluded from 
the analyses.   

Included (N =
270) 

Excluded (N =
55) 

p 

Age, years, M (range) 30.84 (21–41) 31.55 (20–41) .2191 

Danish origin, % (n) 97.8 (264) 94.5 (52) .1832 

Immigrants, % (n) 1.9 (5) 0 – 
Descendants, % (n) 0.4 (1) 5.5 (3) – 
Living in Copenhagen, % (n) 36.9 (97) 27.3 (15) – 

Missing, % (n) 2.2 (6) 3.6 (2) – 
Education in years, M (SD) 15.5 (1.7) 16.0 (1.6) .0661 

Bachelor's degree, % (n) 81.1 (219) 89.2 (49) – 
Parity, % (n)    

Primiparous 80.4 (217) 78.2 (43) .9012 

Multiparous 19.6 (53) 20 (11) – 
Missing 0 1.8 (1) – 

Age of youngest child, months, 
Mdn (range) 

8 (0–66) 8 (0–78) .9713 

Age of youngest child, % (n)   – 
0–1 years 69.3 (187) 65.4 (36) – 
1–2 years 23.3 (63) 18.2 (10) – 
≥2 years 6.7 (18) 14.5 (8) – 
Missing 0.7 (2) 1.8 (1) –  

1 Independent samples t-tests. 
2 Chi-square test. 
3 Mann-Whitney U test. 
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category (“more than 3 h”) was converted to 180 min. 

2.3.3. The mothers' experience of different types of Instagram profiles 
The mothers were asked if they followed InstaParents, professional 

profiles, and the UYB Instagram profile. InstaParents were defined as 
persons that shared their own personal experiences with parenting and 
that the mothers did not know in real life. Professional profiles were 
defined as profiles sharing professional knowledge about being a parent 
and/or child development, for instance profiles sharing knowledge 
about motor development, breastfeeding, or sleep. If the mothers replied 
that they followed one of these types of profiles, they were asked about 
the degree to which they experienced posts from that type of profile as 
negatively affecting their parental role and to what degree they expe-
rienced posts from that type of profile as supportive in relation to their 
parental role. Answers were rated on a 4-point Likert scale from “Not at 
all” (= 1) to “To a large degree” (= 4). When mothers responded “To a 
large degree” or “To some degree” to either of these questions, they were 
asked to provide examples of how they had been negatively affected or 
supported by posts from that type of profile. 

2.3.4. Social comparison orientation 
Social comparison orientation was assessed with a single item 

adapted from Coyne et al. (2017): “I compare myself to other parents 
that I follow on Instagram”. The mothers rated their agreement with this 
item on a 5-point Likert scale going from “Strongly disagree” (= 1) to 
“Strongly agree” (= 5), with higher ratings indicating higher levels of 
social comparison orientation. 

2.4. Data analysis 

2.4.1. Statistical analysis 
Since the study consisted of repeated measures, as the same partic-

ipant could report her experience of each of the different types of 
Instagram profiles, the first two research questions were examined using 
Generalized Estimating Equations (GEE). We chose a first-order autor-
egressive covariance structure (AR(1)). Since the dependent variables 
were measured on a Likert scale, we chose an ordinal logistic model. The 
dependent variables were the mothers' experience of being negatively 
affected or supported by following the different Instagram profiles. The 
independent variables were type of profile (InstaParents, professional, 
or UYB) and social comparison orientation. The analyses were 
controlled for maternal educational level, measured as number of years 
of education and time spent on Instagram measured as minutes per day. 
We also added an interaction term (profile x social comparison orien-
tation) to explore whether social comparison orientation was related to 
the mothers' experience of following InstaParents but not the profes-
sional nor the UYB profiles. All reported p-values are two-tailed and 
evaluated at a significance level of 0.05. 

A power analysis conducted after inclusion showed that to observe a 
small effect size (Cohen's f = 0.1) at a significance level of 5% with 80% 
power, we would need 255 participants. 

2.4.2. Content analysis 
The third research question was examined by content analyzing the 

open-ended questions about how mothers were supported or negatively 
affected by posts from different types of Instagram profiles. Content 
analysis is a method for systematically compressing a large number of 
words into fewer themes based on explicit coding rules (Stemler, 2001). 
Content analysis is based on a “factist” view of data where data is viewed 
as a more or less truthful representation of the reality (Sandelowski, 
2010), hereby placing content analysis together with descriptive rather 
than interpretative qualitative methods. Due to the limited previous 
research on mothers' experiences of Instagram, the content analysis was 
done using an inductive approach to get a broad picture of the ways 
mothers experienced to be negatively affected or supported by following 
the different profiles (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The mothers' negative 

experiences and experiences of support were coded separately. The first 
author (IE) read all the responses and developed and described themes 
to categorize them. Then, IE and the second author (MTK) categorized 
all the responses using the themes and the coding rules. Percentage 
agreement was calculated, and when agreement for a theme was low 
(<70%), randomly selected disagreements from that theme were dis-
cussed, and then either the description of the theme was revised, the 
themes were collapsed, or a new theme was developed. After this, IE and 
MTK re-coded those themes with low disagreement based on the revised 
coding rules. MTK was blind to IE's categorization, and both coders were 
blind to which type of profile, i.e. InstaParents, professional, or UYB, the 
statements were related to. Agreement between IE and MTK was 81.6% 
for negative experiences and 80.6% for experiences of support. All dis-
agreements were solved by consensus. 

3. Results 

Descriptive statistics concerning the mothers' experiences of using 
Instagram are displayed in Table 2. Out of the 270 mothers included, 
84.8% (n = 229) followed InstaParents, 90.0% (n = 243) followed other 
professional profiles than UYB, and 86.7% (n = 234) followed UYB. 
Furthermore, 67.8% (n = 183) followed all three kinds of profiles, and 
only 1.9% (n = 5) followed solely one type of profile. On average, the 
mothers spent 57.9 min (SD = 34.2 min) per day on Instagram. The 
descriptive statistics showed that around four out of ten mothers expe-
rienced that InstaParents (40.7%) and professional profiles (37.1%) 
negatively affected their parental role to a high or to some degree, 
whereas only two out of ten mothers (20.1%) reported this in relation to 
the UYB Instagram profile. In contrast, the majority of mothers experi-
enced that the different profiles supported their parental role to a high or 
to some degree (average across profiles: 84.2%). 

3.1. Social comparison orientation as a predictor of mothers' experience 
of following different types of Instagram profiles 

We conducted two GEEs to compare the degree to which the mothers 
felt negatively affected or supported by the different profiles and 
examine whether the mothers' social comparison orientation predicted 
this. Out of the 270 mothers participating, 26 mothers did not answer 
the question about social comparison orientation or time spent on 
Instagram, and they were excluded from the quantitative analyses, 
leaving a total sample of 244 mothers for the GEEs. 

Regarding the mothers' experience of being negatively affected by 
following the different types of profiles, the results showed that there 
were no significant differences between the degree to which the mothers 

Table 2 
The degree to which mothers experience the different profiles as supporting or 
negatively affecting their parental role, % (n).   

To a high 
degree 

To some 
degree 

To a lesser 
degree 

Not at 
all 

Total 

Support 
InstaParents 31.4 (72) 55.9 (128) 10.5 (24) 2.2 (5) 100 

(229) 
Professional 

profiles 
57.2 (139) 40.7 (99) 2.1 (5) 0 100 

(243) 
UYB profile 19.2 (45) 48.3 (113) 24.8 (58) 7.7 

(18) 
100 
(234)  

Negative 
InstaParents 6.6 (15) 34.1 (78) 39.3 (90) 20.1 

(46) 
100 
(229) 

Professional 
profiles 

5.8 (14) 31.3 (76) 43.6 (106) 19.3 
(47) 

100 
(243) 

UYB profile 1.7 (4) 18.4 (43) 24.8 (58) 55.1 
(129) 

100 
(234) 

Note. UYB = understanding your baby. 
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felt negatively affected by the different profiles. The results also showed 
that mothers with a higher degree of social comparison orientation felt 
more negatively affected by following the different Instagram profiles (b 
= 0.582, Wald �2(1) = 14.740, p < .001, 95% CI [0.285; 0.879]). The 
interaction effect was not significant, suggesting that this association 
was present across the different types of profiles. 

Regarding the mothers' experience of support from the different 
types of profiles, the results showed that the mothers felt more sup-
ported by professional profiles compared to InstaParents (b = 2.500, 
Wald �2(1) = 12.875, p < .001, 95% CI [1.134; 3.865]). There was no 
significant difference between the degree to which the mothers felt 
supported by the UYB profile and InstaParents. The results also showed 
that mothers with a higher degree of social comparison orientation 
experienced more support from following the different Instagram pro-
files (b = 0.296, Wald �2(1) = 3.885, p = .049, 95% CI [0.002; 0.591]). 
However, an interaction effect showed that the association between the 
mothers' social comparison orientation and their experience of support 
from professional profiles was different compared to InstaParents (b =
− 0.393, Wald �2(1) = 4.362, p = .037, 95% CI [− 0.762; − 0.024]). To 
explore the interaction, we conducted simple effects analyses using 
Generalized Linear Models where we examined the association between 
social comparison orientation and experience of support from the pro-
files separately. The results showed that mothers with higher levels of 
social comparison orientation experienced InstaParents to be more 
supportive (b = 0.317, Wald �2(1) = 4.644, p = .031, 95% CI [0.029; 
0.605]). There were no significant associations between the mothers' 
social comparison orientation and their experience of support from 
professional profiles and the UYB profile. 

3.2. How are mothers negatively affected and supported by the different 
types of Instagram profiles? 

When answering the open-ended questions about how different 
Instagram profiles negatively affected and supported their parental role, 
several mothers wrote lengthy and varied answers. Therefore, a 
response could be coded in relation to more than one category. 
Regarding the mothers' negative experiences, the responses were cate-
gorized into five themes. Regarding the mothers' experience of support, 
the responses were categorized into seven themes. In both cases, we 
created a category named “Not relevant/other” including responses that 
were not relevant to the question, e.g. mothers describing negative ex-
periences in relation to the question about support or vice versa, and 
responses that did not match any of the categories. Tables 4 and 5 
present the themes, an example of each theme, and the percentage of 
mothers who mentioned the theme for each type of Instagram profile. 

Based on the content analysis, we also identified a number of concrete 
parenting areas, e.g. breastfeeding, which was either negatively affected 
or supported by Instagram. Table 6 presents the parenting areas and the 
percentage of mothers who mentioned the area in relation to either a 
negative or a supportive experience. We also created cross tables 
showing the relations between the themes and the parenting areas (see 
supplementary material, Tables S1 and S2). 

4. Discussion 

The present study used a mixed-methods approach to examine how 
mothers experienced their parenting to be negatively affected and sup-
ported by Instagram. We examined the mothers' experiences of 
following three different types of profiles: (a) InstaParents, i.e. parents 
that the mothers does not know in real life who share their own personal 
experiences with parenting, (b) professional profiles, i.e. profiles hosted 
by professionals (e.g. pediatricians, psychologists, or occupational 
therapists) disseminating knowledge about child development and 
parenting, such as child motor development and breastfeeding, and (c) 
the university-based profile @forstaadinbaby (in English “understand-
ing your baby”; UYB) disseminating knowledge about child socioemo-
tional development and parenting. 

Around one third of the mothers experienced to be negatively 
affected to a high or some degree by following professional profiles 
(27.8%) or InstaParents (28.7%), and 14.5% of the mothers experienced 
to be negatively affected to a high or some degree by following the UYB 
profile. In relation to being supported by Instagram profiles, the mothers 
experienced professional profiles to be the most supportive in relation to 
their parental role; 73.5% of the mothers rated these profiles as sup-
porting their parenting to a high or to some degree. Around half of the 
mothers experienced InstaParents (61.4%) and the UYB profile (48.5%) 
as supporting their parenting to a high or to some degree. 

4.1. How are mothers negatively affected by different types of Instagram 
profiles? 

Results from the quantitative analysis showed that mothers with 
higher levels of social comparison orientation were more negatively 
affected by following the different types of Instagram profiles, regardless 
of the type of profile. Hereby, results from the present study are in line 
with previous studies which found that social comparison orientation is 
important for understanding why InstaParents (Moujaes & Verrier, 
2021) and social media in general (Coyne et al., 2017) affect mothers 
negatively. Yet, the present results extend previous research by showing 
that social comparison orientation also predicts mothers' negative 

Table 4 
Overview of the themes that the mothers experienced as negatively affecting their parental role, split by type of profile (InstaParents, professional, and UYB).  

Theme Example InstaParents 
(n = 91) 

Professional 
(n = 121) 

UYB 
(n =
94) 

Negative experiences 
Decreased sense of parenting 

competence 
“Concern about whether you are doing a good enough job if you do not follow all the advice that you see.” 44.0 (40) 57.9 (70) 70.6 

(48) 
Bad conscience “Guilty conscience, even though I know that none of us are perfect parents.” 5.5 (5) 17.4 (21) 44.1 

(30) 
Increased worries about 

child development 
“I can sometimes be influenced to get worrying thoughts if my child has not quite reached the developmental stage 
that fits with my child's age. Often, my child is a couple of days or a week ‘behind’ compared to what I read about, 
and my worry is therefore trivial, and I do not need it.” 

19.8 (18) 31.4 (38) 14.7 
(10) 

Only sharing positive 
experiences 

“Some people on Instagram can make it all look a little too perfect – in which cases you start doubting yourself.” 38.5 (35) 1.7 (2) 0 

Categorical or judgmental 
posts 

“When posts are completely black and white. For instance home care vs. daycare.” 9.9 (9) 11.6 (14) 8.8 (6) 

Incorrect, misleading, or 
conflicting advice 

“Recommendations of methods that are downright wrong.” 2.2 (2) 6.6 (8) 1.5 (1) 

Not relevant/other “It can be really sad and overwhelming if the algorithm suddenly shows you a profile where a baby is not doing 
well – due to sickness or something else – and the parents are struggling to get through it.” 

15.4 (14) 5.8 (7) 8.8 (6) 

Note. UYB = understanding your baby. 
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experience of following professional profiles, including the UYB profile. 
Thus, mothers with high levels of social comparison orientation are at 
risk of being negatively affected by both personal and professional 
content on Instagram. 

The content analysis showed that the parenting areas that most 
mothers were negatively affected in relation to were screen time (n =
32), motor function and development (n = 25), and social interaction 
and development (n = 22). The content analysis also showed that the 
primary way that the mothers were negatively affected by the different 
profiles was through a decreased sense of parenting competence 
(InstaParents: 44.0%, professional profiles: 57.9%, and UYB: 70.6%). 
However, in contrast to the professional profiles and the UYB profile, a 
large group of mothers (38.5%) also mentioned the idealistic picture of 
parenting presented by InstaParents as something that was affecting 
them negatively, e.g. “Some people on Instagram make it all seem a little too 
perfect – then you start doubting yourself”. This suggests that upward 
comparisons to the “perfect” picture displayed by some InstaParents 
were related to the mothers' experience of being negatively affected by 
these profiles. This is in line with the previously mentioned diary study, 
which found that upward comparisons with friends and influencers on 
social media evoked negative feelings in mothers. Interestingly, results 
from this study also suggested an affective ambiguity in relation to the 
mothers' social media use: The mothers described that they wanted to 
maintain the very connections that evoked negative feelings and 
potentially a sense of failure (Lehto & Paasonen, 2021). This suggests the 
need for future studies examining the reasons behind mothers' continued 
following of profiles which evoke negative feelings. 

In relation to the professional profiles and the UYB profile, the 
mothers often described that their decreased sense of parenting 
competence was related to not being able to fully live up to the rec-
ommendations, e.g. “I feel inadequate when I feel that I cannot follow the 
recommendations”. In line with this, bad conscience was also identified as 
a theme, and this was also often connected to not living up to recom-
mendations, e.g. “Bad conscience because I don't spend all my baby's awake 
time looking at my baby. I feel that I am not a good enough mom when I 
cannot tick everything that is posted”. Bad conscience was most often 
experienced in relation to the UYB profile (44.1%) and to a lesser extent 
in relation to other professional profiles (17.4%). This suggests that 
upward comparisons were also related to the mothers' experience of 
being negatively affected by following professional profiles, including 
the UYB profile. It could be that mothers with higher levels of social 
comparison orientation compare themselves to the “perfect” parent 
described in the content posted by such profiles, e.g. the parent who 
always provides a sufficient amount of tummy time, never looks at her 
phone, and always engages in interactions with her child. 

The mothers also mentioned increased worries about child devel-
opment as one of the ways they were negatively affected. This was most 
often mentioned in relation to professional profiles (31.4%), followed by 
InstaParents (19.8%) and the UYB profile (14.7%). In relation to pro-
fessional profiles, the mothers described that they could get concerned 
when comparing their child to the normative development, e.g. “That my 
baby doesn't follow e.g. milestones”. In relation to InstaParents, the 
mothers were worried about their child's development when comparing 
their child to the children they viewed on Instagram, e.g. “When some-
body else's children can do something that my child cannot”. Thus, increased 
worries about child development could also be related to upward com-
parison, where comparison among children or comparison with the 
normative child development is a way for the mother to indirectly 
compare herself to other parents. 

4.2. How are mothers supported by different types of Instagram profiles? 

The results from the quantitative analysis showed that the mothers 

Table 5 
Overview of the themes that the mothers experienced as supporting their 
parental role, split by type of profile (InstaParents, professional, and UYB).  

Theme Example InstaParents 
(n = 116) 

Professional 
(n = 149) 

UYB 
(n =
94) 

Support 
Knowledge about 

child 
development or 
parenting 

“Has given me 
concrete knowledge 
about sleep, motor 
function, and baby 
signing that I could 
use in my everyday 
life as a first-time 
parent.” 

1.7 (2) 79.2 (118) 60.6 
(57) 

Sharing of personal 
parenting tips 

“Inspiration 
regarding activities, 
upbringing, etc. It is 
a support for me to 
have.” 

13.8 (16) 16.8 (25) 0 

Confirmed 
parenting 
behavior or 
provided inputs 
to changing 
parenting 
behavior 

“Posts with 
suggestions for motor 
skills activities or 
complementary 
foods are a good 
inspiration.” 

5.2 (6) 36.2 (54) 24.5 
(23) 

Increased 
understanding 
and awareness of 
the baby's signals 
and the social 
interaction with 
the baby 

“Understanding the 
child's underlying 
behavior and getting 
tools for meeting 
them in an 
appreciative way and 
at their own level.” 

0 8.7 (13) 16.0 
(15) 

Helps the mother 
to support her 
child's normative 
development or 
be aware of 
deviations 

“It is nice to know 
about the 
developmental 
milestones for 
children and how 
you can help her 
achieve them.” 

0.9 (1) 24.2 (36) 4.3 
(4) 

Reassurance that 
the mother is 
“good enough” 
or “normal” 

“Finding peace with 
yourself that you are 
doing a ‘good 
enough’ job as a 
parent and that we 
are not perfect.” 

42.2 (49) 16.1 (24) 30.9 
(29) 

An experience of a 
community and 
a feeling of not 
being alone 

“It is always nice to 
mirror yourself in 
others who are in the 
same life situation as 
yourself. 
Motherhood can be 
lonely, but it can also 
feel like you have 
joined a big club.” 

70.7 (82) 3.4 (5) 2.1 
(2) 

Sharing of 
challenges 
related to 
parenting 

“That I am not alone 
when I do not feel 
that peekaboo is fun 
for the fourth hour or 
when I have drunken 
my third double 
espresso before 
lunch. Then, it is nice 
to read about others' 
experiences and that 
I am not the only one 
who can feel under 
pressure.” 

58.6 (68) 3.4 (5) 2.1 
(2) 

Diversity in 
relation to child 
development and 
parenting 

“Repeatedly, it 
reminds me about 
how different 
children are and that 
no children are or 
should be perfect.” 

6.9 (8) 6.0 (9) 1.1 
(1) 

Not relevant/other “It has given me 
something to think 
about in relation to 
my own actions.” 

4.3 (5) 2.0 (3) 11.7 
(11) 

Note. UYB = understanding your baby. 
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were mostly supported by professional profiles. They also showed a 
positive association between the mothers' social comparison orientation 
and their experience of support from InstaParents. Thus, although 
mothers with higher levels of social comparison orientation were more 
negatively affected by following InstaParents, they also experienced 
InstaParents to be more supportive in relation to their parental role. This 
highlights the importance of examining the mothers' positive and 
negative experiences separately. 

The content analysis showed that the parenting areas that most 
mothers experienced to be supported in relation to were social inter-
action and development (n = 59), motor function and development (n =
52), infant sleep (n = 35), breastfeeding (n = 29), and screen time (n =
25). The content analysis also showed that the mothers felt supported 
when InstaParents shared their own parenting struggles (58.6%), pro-
vided them with a sense of community (70.7%), and reassured them that 
they were “good enough” (42.2%). Especially, the experience of a 
community between InstaParents and their followers suggests that the 
mothers find support in InstaParents by making horizontal comparisons, 
i.e. comparing themselves to parents who are similar to themselves. This 
similarity was related to the sharing of both parenting challenges and 
parenting practices, e.g. co-sleeping. The sharing of parenting chal-
lenges and a feeling of a community is also experienced by the mothers 
in the Finnish diary study; one mother described that, “you feel you're not 
alone in this awful shit, and others have challenges, too” (Lehto & Paasonen, 
2021, p. 817). 

The mothers' experience of support from professional profiles, 
including the UYB profile, was not associated with their social com-
parison orientation. Results from the content analysis showed that 
professional profiles and the UYB profile primarily supported parents by 
providing knowledge about child development and parenting (profes-
sional: 79.2%, UYB: 60.6%) and practical information about parenting 
behavior (professional: 36.2%, UYB: 24.5%). These results are in line 
with a previous focus group study about mothers' perception of online 
information which found that mothers valued professional and practical 
information about parenting (Lupton, 2016). Also, in line with the null 
finding from the quantitative analysis, these themes did not involve 
social comparison but rather information. Furthermore, the mothers 
also felt supported by the professional profiles' focus on normative child 
development (24.2%). This was most often related to infant motor 
function and development. Typically, the mothers used the information 
about normative child development to monitor their own child's 
development and be reassured about his or her development by 
comparing their child's abilities to milestones, e.g., “As a first-time parent, 
it is nice to know what's normal and what you should be aware of”. 

The UYB profile differed from the other professional profiles in that 
almost one-third (30.9%) of the mothers reported that they experienced 
to be reassured that they were “good enough” by following this profile, a 
characteristic which was similar to how the mothers experienced sup-
port from InstaParents. In contrast, only 16.1% reported this in relation 
to other professional profiles. This confirms that the focus on “good 
enough” parenting was important for the mothers' experience of support 
from the UYB profile. The importance of reassurance for the mothers are 

in line with the findings from the previously mentioned focus group 
study, which found that mothers used digital information to be reas-
sured about their child's development or their own parenting skills 
(Lupton, 2016). 

4.3. Limitations and strengths 

The present study has some limitations which should be taken into 
consideration. First, the generalizability of the study results is limited in 
terms of parental gender and socioeconomic and cultural background. 
The sample only included mothers, almost all mothers were of Danish 
origin, and the majority had fulfilled a bachelor's education or more 
(81.1%). No special effort was made to recruit fathers, and only five 
fathers answered the survey. The majority of previous studies on social 
media and parenting is also limited to primarily white mothers (e.g. 
Coyne et al., 2017; Germic et al., 2021; Moujaes & Verrier, 2021), hence 
there is a need for research on how fathers and mothers with more 
diverse backgrounds are negatively affected and supported by social 
media. Furthermore, we did not ask the mothers about their relationship 
to their children, i.e. whether they were biological, adoptive or foster 
mothers. Future studies should examine whether mothers with different 
relationships to their children have different experiences of using social 
media. There are some measurement issues which should be considered. 
The time spent on Instagram was measured using self-report due to 
feasibility, although it might have been captured better using automatic 
tracking. For instance, a recent study comparing self-report and auto-
matic tracking of smartphone use showed a strong tendency for under-
reporting of smartphone usage duration and frequency (Ohme et al., 
2021). Related to this, the time spent on Instagram was measured using 
pre-defined response categories instead of asking participants to write 
the exact amount of time spent on Instagram. Once again, this was done 
to make it more feasible for participants to answer the questionnaire. 
Finally, the present study included the mothers' experiences of following 
different profiles. Future studies should examine to what extent these 
experiences translate into their everyday life, e.g. does the knowledge 
that the parents receive through social media lead to changes in 
parenting behavior, and does the experience of a community lead to a 
decreased negative affect, such as loneliness and depression? Further-
more, the mothers were recruited through the UYB Instagram profile, 
and if they had been recruited through other channels, the sample might 
have been comprised of mothers with a less positive attitude towards 
Instagram. Finally, our study was slightly underpowered for detecting 
small effects. It may be that we did not have enough power to detect a 
significant effect for some of our insignificant results as the effect sizes 
were too small for our sample size. 

Nevertheless, we also believe the present study has several strengths. 
First, to the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to examine 
mothers' experiences of following Instagram profiles disseminating 
professional knowledge about child development and parenting. Insta-
gram has the potential to provide new mothers with easily accessible 
knowledge and support 24 h a day, and to reach this potential, it is 
important that we know how professional profiles best support mothers. 

Table 6 
Topics that the mothers experienced Instagram profiles to negatively affect or support, split by type of profile (InstaParents, professional, and UYB).  

Topics InstaParents Professional UYB 

Negative 
(n = 91) 

Support 
(n = 116) 

Negative 
(n = 121) 

Support 
(n = 149) 

Negative 
(n = 69) 

Support 
(n = 94) 

Breastfeeding 3.3 (3) 1.7 (2) 6.6 (8) 18.1 (27) 0 0 
Motor function and development 1.1 (1) 0 19.0 (23) 34.9 (52) 1.5 (1) 0 
Sleep 1.1 (1) 4.3 (5) 1.7 (2) 20.1 (30) 1.5 (1) 0 
Food 3.3 (3) 1.7 (2) 6.6 (8) 9.4 (14) 0 0 
Social interaction and development 2.2 (2) 0.9 (1) 5.0 (6) 17.4 (26) 20.6 (14) 34.0 (32) 
Screen time 0 0 4.1 (5) 1.3 (2) 39.7 (27) 24.5 (23) 
Baby signing 1.1 (1) 0 0.8 (1) 4.7 (7) 0 0 

Note. UYB = understanding your baby. 
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Second, the content analysis provides a more detailed understanding of 
how mothers are supported and negatively affected by the different 
types of profiles. These results may be used by professionals in relation 
to creating supportive content for mothers of young children. Third, in 
contrast to previous studies, which have focused on the negative effects 
of Instagram, we examined both the negative and the positive effects of 
following different Instagram profiles. Results from this study suggest 
that mothers' positive and negative experiences have to be examined 
individually. 

4.4. Implications for practice 

To utilize the potential that Instagram, and other social media plat-
forms, has in terms of distributing professional knowledge in a cost- 
effective way to a large group of parents, professionals should be 
aware of the potential negative consequences that posts may have on 
mothers. Results from this study showed that the mothers experienced a 
decreased sense of parenting competence and bad conscience when they 
were not able to live up to “best practice” all the time. Thus, an increased 
focus on communicating “good enough” parenting might help diminish 
such negative feelings. Screen time was the parenting area that mothers 
most often mentioned in relation to bad conscience, underlining a need 
for caution when informing parents about screen time and its effect on 
parent-child interaction and child development. However, screen time is 
also an area where the mothers are supported; among the mothers who 
found the UYB profile to be supportive, one fourth specifically 
mentioned screen time as one of the areas that were supported. 
Furthermore, the mothers also mentioned that professional profiles 
could lead to increased worries about child development. Infant motor 
function and development was the parenting area that was most often 
mentioned in relation to worries about child development. Thus, a 
special effort might be needed to inform parents about this area without 
creating unnecessary worries about their child's development. An 
increased focus on communicating diversity in relation to child devel-
opment, an aspect that the mothers also mentioned as supportive, might 
lead to fewer unnecessary worries. 

As has also been suggested previously (Moujaes & Verrier, 2021), it 
might be beneficial for health care professionals working with parents of 
young children to discuss digital use and well-being. Mothers might be 
able to make better decisions about how they want to use social media 
when they are aware of the potential pitfalls and benefits of using social 
media. Furthermore, mothers might also benefit from an improved un-
derstanding of how they are affected by different types of social media 
profiles (i.e. InstaParents versus professional profiles) and social com-
parisons (i.e. upward versus horizontal). This might especially be the 
case for mothers with high levels of social comparison orientation. 

5. Conclusion 

The present study examined how mothers were negatively affected 
and supported by following InstaParents, professional profiles, and the 
university-based UYB profile, which disseminates knowledge about 
child socioemotional development. Regarding mothers' negative expe-
riences, the results showed that mothers with higher levels of social 
comparison orientation were more negatively affected by following each 
of the different types of profiles. Among the mothers who were nega-
tively affected by the different types of profiles, a decreased sense of 
parenting competence was most often mentioned in relation to how they 
were negatively affected. Results also suggested that mothers are 
negatively affected by upward comparisons with the idealized picture 
presented in some posts and by some parents on Instagram. It is possible 
that parents with high levels of social comparison orientation also make 
upward comparisons in relation to posts from professional profiles, 
indirectly comparing themselves to the “perfect” parent who are able to 
follow every piece of advice all the time. However, upward comparisons 
were not measured directly, and thus future studies should examine 

whether upward comparisons in relation to both InstaParents and pro-
fessional profiles are related to mothers' negative experiences with these 
profiles. Regarding mothers' experience of support, the results showed 
that mothers with higher levels of social comparison orientation expe-
rienced more support from following InstaParents. The content analysis 
suggests that horizontal comparisons might lead to the experience of 
support from InstaParents who share their own parenting challenges. 
Once again, we did not measure horizontal comparisons directly, 
wherefore future studies are needed for examining how horizontal 
comparisons are associated with mothers' positive experiences of social 
media use. Social comparison orientation was not related to mothers' 
experience of support from professional profiles, including the UYB 
profile. The mothers mentioned knowledge and concrete parenting in-
puts as some of the primary ways that these profiles were supportive in 
relation to their parental role. 
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