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ABSTRACT

Social media platforms enable access to large image sets for research, but there 
are few if any non-theoretical approaches to image analysis, categorization, 
and coding. Based on two image sets labeled by the #snack hashtag (on 
Instagram), a systematic and open inductive approach to identifying conceptual 
image categories was developed, and unique research questions designed. 
By systematically categorizing imagery in a bottom-up way, researchers 
may (1) describe and assess the image set contents and categorize them 
in multiple ways independent of a theoretical framework (and its potential 
biasing effects); (2) conceptualize what may be knowable from the image set 
by the defining of research questions that may be addressed in the empirical 
data; (3) categorize the available imagery broadly and in multiple ways as 
a precursor step to further exploration (e.g., research design, image coding, 
and development of a research codebook). This work informs the exploration 
and analysis of mobile-created contents for open learning.
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INTRODUCTION

In a common conceptualization of the different phases of the World Wide 
Web, Web 1.0 was about the Read Web, Web 2.0 as the Read/Write Web or 
Social Web (with users writing to the Web by sharing contents socially), and 
Web 3.0 is the machine-readable Web, which enables computers to exchange 
data in an automated way via web services. At every stage, new technological 
affordances have enabled people to interact with each other and with each 
other’s data in new ways. In parallel with these changes, more and more 
people have been going online. According to Internet Live Stats, there are 
3.3 billion Internet users in the world as of late 2015. An estimated 74% of 
all Internet users also use social networking sites (“Social Networking Fact 
Sheet,” January 2014). By 2016, it is estimated that there will be some two 
billion social network users globally (Bennett, 2013). With so many people 
communicating online, social media platforms are rollicking spaces for 
various types of research.

With the wide availability of publicly-released imagery from content-
sharing social media platforms (and other types), researchers have access to 
an abundance of information-carrying still images for their potential work. 
However, in the research literature, there is little in the way of non-theoretical 
approaches for organizing and coding such visuals for research applications. 
Having a systematic way to summarize image set data may be useful not only 
for data organization purposes but to potentially enhance research design, image 
coding, and the creation of a research codebook. Sets are simple groupings 
of objects, and new objects may be evaluated as to whether they belong in 
a set or not (a Boolean “true” or “false”). The basic rules of set-making are 
simple: the rationale for the set building should be clearly defined, and the 
sets themselves should be sufficiently comprehensive to include all potential 
members into one mutually exclusive category or another. To explore how 
this might work, one image set was extracted from Instagram, and the images 
were lightly analyzed to ultimately test three hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1: From a sufficient topic-based image set from social media, 
there will be emergent natural categorical breaklines that may be 
inductively observable by researchers (without a priori reference to 
theoretical frameworks).
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