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Abstract 

 Millions of people use social media platforms to curate digital representations of 

themselves through the creation of profiles and sharing images and narratives about their daily 

lives. Social media are also increasingly used to amplify offline prosocial causes that grow and 

evolve into prosocial movements. Although social media platforms have been used to bring 

people together in solidarity and push for change in society through causes such as #MeToo, 

#BoPo, and #BLM (Jackson et al., 2020), some scholars contend that social media increasingly 

provide venues for users to engage in performative allyship (Wellman, 2022) that prioritizes the 

personal interests of users rather than the social causes they purport to advance. The vast number 

of sources—with different agendas and messaging strategies—who exist on social media 

platforms can create complexities related to promoting prosocial causes authentically and 

effectively. The current study examines how differences in two perceived affordances—

persistence and visibility—affect how women viewers evaluate the authenticity of men who post 

allyship messages on Instagram. Additionally, I examine how viewer perceptions of comment 

deletion and comment restriction impact source evaluations. Results indicate that the more 

women viewers found posts to be persistent, the more they rated the men who posted as 

authentic allies, as having prosocial reasons for posting, and as having less self-interested 

reasons for posting. Greater perceived visibility of posts had a similar impact on these outcome 

variables. Moreover, comment deletion and restriction were found to partially affect how viewers 

evaluated the authenticity and motives of sources, providing additional support to warranting 

theory (DeAndrea, 2014; Walther & Parks, 2002). Implications for promoting prosocial 

messaging and digital allyship online are discussed. 
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Introduction            

Social media platforms are powerful tools that allow users incredible reach through the 

creation and reception of original user-generated content. Popular social media platforms such as 

Instagram, TikTok, Twitter/X, and Snapchat are centered around self-expression facilitated 

through personal profiles, selfies, and other digitized personal narratives about people’s daily 

lives (e.g., accomplishments, personalities, relationships, etc.,) or personal interests (e.g., 

hobbies, politics, pets). While these platforms allow for diversity in self-expression, they are also 

used as tools for impression management; properties of these platforms allow users great control 

over what other users are able to see and contribute towards on their profiles (Walther & Jang, 

2012). As a result of this strategic control, users are able to curate their online identities and 

showcase themselves to others in the most desirable fashion (Chua & Chang, 2016; Ellison et al., 

2006; Verduyn et al., 2020; Walther, 1996).  

As the use of social media platforms continues to expand, the utility of these platforms 

has diversified as well. The decreased barriers of access that social media platforms such as 

Twitter/X, Instagram, and TikTok provide have afforded users a low stakes environment where 

they can make observations about power imbalances in the world around them and further 

challenge them.  To that end, groups of African Americans, women, members of the LGBTQ 

community, and other individuals belonging to disadvantaged or marginalized identities have 

begun to make “identity-based cultural and political demands” pushing issues concerning their 
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communities into the digital public sphere (Jackson et al., 2020, pp. xxv). While people may use 

social media to identify and communicate about injustices on an individual level, characteristics 

of these platforms can help to facilitate “meaning making, resource mobilization, and coalition 

building” (Mundt et al., 2019, pp. 3) scaling up movements. To that point, hashtags such as 

#BlackLivesMatter (BLM), #BodyPositivity, #MeToo, and #WomensMarch, have become 

strategic in their use on sites such as Twitter/X or Instagram to associate with a variety of content 

related to prosocial movements advocating for social change (Jackson et al., 2020). 

  As a whole, social media platforms allow users to create and exchange user-generated 

content; such exchanges can both positively and negatively exert social influence due to the mass 

number of sources, messages, and agendas existing online (Walther & Jang, 2012). To that end, 

the spread of user-generated prosocial content may be beneficial for eventual collective action 

efforts. Computer-mediated communication can facilitate eventual collective action efforts 

through features of communication technology (Hampton & Wellman, 2003). For example, other 

social media users, or movement allies, can create, share or reproduce others’ content using 

movement hashtags and features native to platforms (Wellman, 2022). However, one caveat of 

the increased user control of prosocial messaging is the potential for the messages themselves or 

features of communication technology to be exploited or misappropriated by other social media 

users who claim to support these issues.  

 The effects of inauthentic adoption of prosocial messaging is exemplified in the events 

following the murder of George Floyd and massive nationwide protests against police brutality 

in 2020, allies of Black Lives Matter (BLM) began to use #BLM as well as sharing black squares 

and other BLM related imagery on both Instagram and Twitter/X to show support for the black 
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community (Wellman, 2022). However, the use of movement hashtags and other movement 

imagery by allies may have been more harmful than helpful, causing information about crucial 

resources and protests to be suppressed and calling into question social media users’ ingenuine 

motivation for posting BLM content (Wellman, 2022).  

The circumstances of the events of the 2020 Black Lives Matter movement speak to a 

larger phenomenon concerning performative allyship, or the adoption of prosocial messaging and 

imagery by social media users as an impression management tactic to gain favor with their 

online audiences, rather than to advance the goals of the prosocial issues in question (Kutlaca & 

Radke, 2020; Wellman, 2022). With the increase in popularity of social media activism, it begs 

the question of whether assumed prosocial social media activities (e.g., creating or resharing 

prosocial messaging, or utilizing hashtags related to social movements) can effectively promote 

prosocial issues of interest, especially if they are believed to be ingenuine by those the activities 

are purported to help.  

Given the user-generated nature of social media platforms and the use of these social 

media platforms to promote prosocial issues and movements, this dissertation will examine the 

paradoxical relationship between sharing prosocial content on social media and the performative 

and self-promotional nature of many social media platforms. Social media platforms provide 

low-cost settings for social advocacy and provide users with ample opportunity to utilize its’ 

tools for beneficial self-representation purposes. Source characteristics of online allies and their 

use of features of social media platforms to disseminate prosocial messaging can cue audience 

attributions about the users’ (in) genuine motives for posting. To that end, this dissertation will 

adopt an affordance-based approach to test how features related to content sharing on Instagram 
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affect how viewers evaluate social media users and the prosocial issues they promote. The 

overall goal of this dissertation research is to aid interested allies, prosocial movement 

stakeholders, and communication strategists on how to effectively use social media as a tool to 

show genuine or authentic allyship for historically marginalized groups online. 
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Chapter 1: Authenticity 

Defining authenticity  

In today’s digital environment, with the prominence of user, company, and bot-generated 

content, the ability of viewers to discern what is and what is not authentic is important. But how 

do we define authenticity, and how do computer mediated environments influence authenticity 

perceptions? Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary (2022) defines authenticity as being “true to one’s 

personality, spirit or character,” whereas the Oxford Learner’s Dictionary (2022) defines 

authenticity as being “true and accurate.” However, academic conceptualizations of authenticity 

are much more complex.  

Some definitions of authenticity conceptualize it as the possession of certain traits. For 

example, Enli (2015) defined authenticity in mediated communication as trustworthiness (i.e., 

accuracy and correctness), originality (i.e., being genuine and real), and spontaneity (being true 

to oneself). Other conceptualizations focus on the consistency between individuals’ internal 

wishes and external behavior or influence. For example, Beer and Brandler (2020) define 

authenticity as the extent that an individual’s daily life reflects their core values and qualities. To 

be authentic, however, individuals must draw upon their core values and reject external 

influence, even if the result is unflattering (Beer & Brandler, 2020). Harter (2002, p. 383) 

suggests that the behavioral component of authenticity involves individuals acting in 

“accordance” with their true selves and expressing themselves consistently with their thoughts 

and feelings. Other conceptualizations describe authenticity along the same lines as an enactment 
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of the true self (Kernis & Goldman, 2004), expression of the genuine self (Cranton, 2004), or 

genuine expression ignoring pressure from others’ expectations (Tisdell, 2003).  To that end, 

many scholars conceptualize authenticity as the consistency between individuals’ internal wishes 

and external behavior.  

However, the dimensions that consist of these internal wishes and external behaviors or 

influences vary. For example, Kernis and Goldman (2006) suggest that authenticity consists of 

four dimensions: (1) individuals’ awareness about their inner motives, feelings, goals, strengths 

and weaknesses, and interest in learning more about themselves. (2) Individuals’ ability for 

unbiased processing of self-relevant information, in that people can assess positive and negative 

aspects of themselves objectively. (3) Individuals’ behavior, which refers to acting per one’s 

needs and goals. (4) And, finally, individuals’ relational orientation, which describes an 

individual’s motivation to act honestly with their peers.  

Wood and colleagues (2008) also presented a multidimensional conceptualization of 

authenticity. Authenticity involves consistency between individuals’: (1) primary experience, 

which refers to their physiological, emotional, and cognitive state. (2) Individuals’ symbolized 

awareness, or their consciousness of their physiological, emotional, and cognitive state. And (3) 

individuals’ outward behavior and communication. Wood et al. (2008) suggests that perfect 

congruence between an individual’s internal state (primary experience) and their actual 

experience (symbolized awareness) is nearly impossible. Incongruence leads to self-alienation, 

the first dimension of authenticity, which is the experience of not feeling true to oneself. The 

second dimension of authenticity is the congruence between actual experience and behavior, 

known as authentic living. Authentic living involves expressing oneself in a way that is 
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consistent with physiological states, emotions, beliefs, and cognitions. Thus, the person is living 

in a manner consistent with their values and beliefs.  Lastly, the third dimension of authenticity 

refers to the extent to which individuals place weight on the expectations of others, known as 

accepting external influence. Together, self-alienation, authentic living, and accepting external 

influence are the tripartite person-centered perspective of authenticity.    

Finally, Knoll et al. (2015) proposed that authenticity has only two dimensions: (1) 

authentic self-awareness and (2) authentic self-expression. Authentic self-awareness refers to an 

individual knowing their own identity (e.g., feelings, motives, and commitments). Authentic self-

expression refers to individuals presenting themselves in a way that follows their values, 

preferences, and needs. Although Kernis and Goldman (2006), Wood et al. (2008), and Knoll et 

al. (2015) differ in the number of dimensions of authenticity, taken together they have some 

commonality with unidimensional conceptualizations from Beer and Brandler (2020), Harter 

(2002), and others; authenticity is the awareness of and consistency between individuals’ internal 

state (e.g., thoughts, feelings, motivations, and goals) and their outward behavior (e.g., how one 

acts or expresses themselves). Continuing, authenticity may also consider the impact of external 

influences or expectations and how motivated individuals are to succumb to these forces in 

expressing themselves genuinely (Beer & Brandler, 2020; Kernis & Goldman, 2006; Tisdell, 

2003).  

Additionally, some literature has focused on how authenticity may be perceived by 

audiences in mediated contexts. Lee (2020) extended prior impression management scholarship 

on authenticity by focusing on how communicative acts are perceived as authentic. Authentic 

communication, as such, consists of three dimensions: (1) authenticity of the source, which refers 
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to the validating that the communicator is whom they claim to be. In mediated contexts, the 

source of a message can vary from real individuals to unreal auto-generated bots. Thus, how 

individuals perceive the source of communication may lead to variability in perceived 

authenticity. (2) Authenticity of the message is based on whether the communication is true. Lee 

(2020) suggested that if a message is consistent with people’s expectations of the real world, it 

should be considered authentic. (3) Authenticity of the interaction refers to whether the 

interaction between communicating parties was real. Lee (2020, p. 63) suggests CMC may 

enable individuals to “virtually participate” in an interaction that isn’t physically happening or 

that they are not a part of – yet still feel intimacy towards. Features of CMC that render 

engagement (e.g., comments, likes) may erode the distinction between public and private 

communication. Unlike previously discussed conceptualizations of authenticity that solely 

focused on feelings of genuineness attributed to some source, Lee (2020)’s perspective cross-

examines the source, the medium, and the message which may all interact in a digital 

environment. In sum, authenticity can be defined as the consistency between an individual’s 

inner self and their outward persona. However, viewpoints on how to conceptualize authenticity 

as a construct vary. Although some scholars suggest that authenticity is a unidimensional 

construct, others contend that the construct is multidimensional and is tied to both inner values 

and outward behavior. With the rise of computer-mediated communication, new 

conceptualizations of authenticity have focused on the communication act, rather than centered 

on the consistency of the identity of the communicator. 

Authenticity research  
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Authenticity can be studied from the perspective of both the sender and the receiver. To 

clarify, authenticity can be examined from the perspective of how authentic or genuine one feels 

or how authentic or genuine an individual perceives others to be.  However, how authentic or 

genuine an individual is perceived to be by others may be obscured by their attempts to control 

or influence how others evaluate them. Impression management, or self-presentation, can be 

used to describe an individual’s attempt to control impressions made about them by others 

(Leary & Kowalski, 1990).  People may be motivated to influence the impressions of others for a 

variety of reasons including: the potential for social and material benefit, self-esteem, and 

identity development (Leary & Kowalski, 1990).  Discussion of self-presentation and impression 

management traces back to sociologist Goffman (1959)’s dramaturgical metaphor in The 

Presentation of Self in Everyday Life.  Goffman (1959) characterizes people as performers who 

attempt to leave a particular impression on audience members (Picone, 2015). Individuals create 

a ‘front,’ or a public persona, that they perform when interacting with their audience. 

Individuals’ ‘frontstage’ persona is idealized, and may involve behaving in a particular manner, 

or relaying (mis)information to control how their audience perceives them, or to influence 

audience reaction (Goffman, 1959; Solomon et al., 2013).  While Goffman (1959) intended his 

dramaturgical metaphor to apply to face-to-face interactions, the principles of impression 

management can be applied to interactions in computer-mediated contexts. Just as people may 

attempt to put forth an inauthentic ‘front’ in face-to-face contexts, in computer-mediated 

environments, authentic expression can be variable due to individuals use of attributes of 

computer-mediated communication (CMC), which may augment how authenticity is perceived. 

Authentic expression online consists of an individual’s online self-matching their real-world or 
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offline self (Salisbury & Pooley, 2017). However, attributes of computer-mediated 

communication (CMC) may cause users to potentially selectively self-present to reveal only 

socially desirable aspects of themselves to their online audiences (Choi & Bazarova, 2020; 

DeVito et al., 2017; Hollenbaugh, 2021; Walther, 1996; Papacharissi, 2002).  

Some literature suggests that authentic presentation may be closely tied to the affordances 

of CMC. For example, examining authenticity from the perspective of the source of social media 

content, both Choi et al. (2020) and Kreling et al. (2022) emphasize the role affordances have in 

online self-effects. Self-effects are defined as the impact that messages have on senders; posting 

information about oneself on social media can facilitate the internalization process and open 

senders up to self-related feedback (Valkenburg, 2017). According to Valkenburg (2017), 

affordances of CMC encourage self-effects as the asynchronous nature of online social platforms 

allows users to craft more constructed versions of themselves, all while reaching larger audiences 

and opening themselves up to feedback due to the scalability of their platform of choice. The 

ability to receive more self-related feedback thus can lead to heightened self-effects 

(Valkenburg, 2017).   

Both Choi et al. (2020) and Kreling et al. (2022) took an affordance approach in 

understanding how features of online social platforms can impact impression management 

concerns. Popular social media platforms such as Instagram, WhatsApp, and Snapchat have 

adopted features that have default deletion attributes in their design. “Story” features typically 

have a 24-hour time window until the post disappears from public view. Thus, “Stories” are 

ephemeral as compared to traditional social media “Posts” which remain permanent and visible 

on profiles (Choi et al., 2020; Kreling et al., 2022). Interviews suggest that ephemerality on 
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social media encourages more authentic behavior from users by reducing self-consciousness and 

increasing spontaneity (Bayer et al., 2015; Xu et al., 2016). Focusing on the impact of self-

concept change on social media, Choi et al. (2020) found that ephemerality positively impacted 

individuals self-symbolizing efforts (i.e., individuals’ motivation to attain aspects of an identity 

they want to acquire). Self-symbolization efforts are considered identity-constructing, in that 

individuals may acquire tangible symbols related to that identity and participate in identity-

relevant activities (Choi et al., 2020). Specifically, Choi et al. (2020, p. 1) found that 

ephemerality not only enhanced self-symbolizing efforts but also led to increased internalization 

of self-symbolized identity by “affording non-strategic self-presentation and reducing impression 

management concerns” affording people the ability to display their true selves. Research from 

Kreling and colleagues (2022) found similar results. Comparing Instagram Story features to 

Posts, Kreling et al. (2022) found that Instagram Stories produced (slightly) higher authenticity 

perceptions. Kreling et al. (2022) suggested that users differentially evaluated themselves as 

authentic based on the Instagram feature they used. Instagram Stories may be viewed as a more 

spontaneous form of expression, and thus drive more authentic self-presentation.  

Selective self-presentation can have social implications on perceivers of online content. 

Previous research has suggested that viewers are often skeptical of the extent to which online 

self-presentations are accurate representations of individuals' offline selves (Hancock & Toma, 

2009).  To further explain the receiver effects of authenticity in online self-presentations, 

Vendemia and DeAndrea (2018) utilized warranting theory to provide a framework to explain 

the viewer effects of authenticity in online self-presentation. Warranting theory suggests that 

online viewers are more likely to believe information genuinely reflects an offline reality (i.e., is 
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authentic) when they perceive information is not controlled or strategically modified by the 

proprietor of the information (DeAndrea, 2014; Walther and Parks, 2002). Vendemia and 

DeAndrea (2018) noted that a large amount of warranting research has examined how written 

information made about a target influences authenticity evaluations. However, in the context of 

online social media platforms, Vendemia and DeAndrea (2018, p. 119) suggested that the 

perceived authenticity of visual self-presentations can be affected by the degree to which viewers 

thought social media users edited their visual content. Additionally, perceptions of inauthenticity 

have the potential for negative evaluations of sources.  In the context of Vendemia and 

DeAndrea (2018), the more viewers perceived photographs shared online to be digitally 

modified the more likely viewers attributed negative evaluations to the source of the photo. A 

study by DeAndrea et al. (2018) found that the more individuals perceived the target of online 

reviews (i.e., user-generated reviews) to be in control of information about them, the less 

influential those reviews were in impression formation. 

 Considering Credibility  

A construct similar to but distinct from authenticity is credibility. According to Oxford 

Learner’s Dictionary (2022), credibility is the “quality that someone has that makes people 

believe or trust them.” Hovland et al. (1953) define source credibility as the “believability of the 

communicator.” However, there is still debate on the distinct dimensions of source credibility 

with the inclusion of factors such as source reliability, composure, sociability, goodwill, 

dynamism, safety, qualification, competence, objectivity, likeability and the receiver’s perceived 

similarity to the source (Choi & Stvilia, 2015; Flanagin & Metzger, 2020). Generally speaking, 

conceptualizations of the construct commonly include the dimensions of expertise/competence 



 

 13 

(i.e., the extent that a perceiver believes a source knows the truth) and trustworthiness (i.e., the 

degree to which a perceiver is being honest), with the addition of goodwill (i.e., the degree to 

which a perceiver thinks that a source has their best interest in mind; Choi & Stvilia, 2015; 

Hovland et al., 1953, Flanagin & Metzger, 2020; Westerman et al., 2012)  

Similar to authenticity, computer-mediated channels pose an issue in understanding 

credibility judgments. Unlike decades before, where information collection and dissemination 

were high-cost and controlled by a limited number of providers, the Internet provides low-cost, 

unrestricted access to information (Metzger, 2007; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). Pre-digital age 

information providers were deemed highly credible (e.g., doctors, government entities, librarians, 

etc.,) having high expertise and serving as gatekeepers of information (Metzger et al., 2010). 

However, the Internet disrupts the top-down dynamic of information dissemination with user-

generated content through social media platforms (e.g., Twitter, Instagram, Facebook) or wikis 

(e.g., Wikipedia) and the sheer propensity and swiftness that information can be created, stored, 

and consumed online.  

Along with assessing viewers' perception of the credibility of the source of 

communication, credibility researchers have also begun addressing how specific attributes of 

online resources (i.e., cues) can be used to make systematic or objective credibility assessments 

(Choi & Stvilia, 2015; Fogg et al., 2003). Given the vast amount of information available online, 

scholars suggest that due to the perceived cost of “information search and overload” internet 

users seek to minimize their cognitive effort and time by using heuristics (i.e., cues; Metzger et 

al., 2010, p. 417). There are several perspectives related to how individuals employ heuristics to 

make credibility judgments online. For example, Metzger et al. (2010) suggest internet users rely 
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on six cognitive heuristics to evaluate credibility: reputation (i.e., name recognition), 

endorsement (i.e., the site is known to others, aggregated reviews, ratings), consistency (i.e., 

checking source credentials., last update, considering bias), self-confirmation (i.e., confirmation 

of pre-existing beliefs), expectancy violation (i.e., the site fails to meet their expectations), and 

persuasive intent (i.e., advertising is present).  Work by both Fogg et al. (2003) and Choi and 

Stvilia (2015) show that that are several types of cues that can be indicative of credibility (e.g., 

design look, advertising tone, writing, affiliations, site sponsor identity, etc.,). However, Choi 

and Stvilia (2015) categorized cues concerning if they were a feature of the operator (i.e., 

source), content (i.e., message), and design (i.e., medium) and mapped them onto Hovland et 

al.’s (1953) two-dimensional conceptualization of credibility (i.e., trustworthiness and expertise) 

to understand credibility assessment. 

How do credibility and authenticity differ, and why is it important to differentiate 

authenticity from credibility? First, credibility focuses on the perceived competence, trust and 

goodwill individuals have in some entity (Lee, 2020). Authenticity, on the other hand, focuses on 

the realness or the genuineness of a source, the message, or the interaction a user has online (Lee, 

2020). Lee (2020) asserts that while (information) credibility research primarily focuses on the 

spread and influence of information through conventional channels of both mass and computer-

mediated communication, authenticity research applies to a wider variety of computer-mediated 

channels and can have both socio-emotional and relational influence (e.g., how a celebrity 

interacts with fans online). With the use of social media platforms such as Instagram to not only 

promote individual identity but also promote awareness of social causes and displays of 
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presumed allyship – verification of information as well as the (in)genuineness, or performative, 

nature of the source should be evaluated. 
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Chapter 2: (Performative) allyship in digital spaces  

 Online prosocial movements such as #MeToo, #BlackLivesMatter, #SayHerName and 

more have become calls to action, shows of solidarity and launching points for social change in 

digital spaces. While these hashtags and affiliated prosocial movements have brought groups of 

people together to broker change, they have also launched critical discussion about how the 

adoption of prosocial messaging on social media platforms has been used as an impression 

management strategy, rather than with genuine interest in advancing diversity, equity and 

inclusion, putting movements at risk (Wellman, 2022). So, how do we understand what 

(in)authentic displays of allyship, or prosocial behavior look like in online prosocial movements?  

Allyship  

 Prosocial behaviors cover a variety of voluntary actions that an individual can take to 

benefit people other than themselves (Batson & Powell, 2003). Prosocial behaviors may include 

helping others in need (e.g., returning a lost item, or being an active bystander), donating time or 

money, sharing resources, giving advice, abiding by rules and laws, volunteering, or acting 

sustainably (Batson & Powell, 2003; Labroo et al., 2022).  Thus, acting as an ally, might be 

considered a form of prosocial behavior. Allies are members of advantaged groups committed to 

supporting, creating opportunities for, and improving the status of marginalized or disadvantaged 

groups (Knowlton et al., 2023). Allyship can occur in support of a number of marginalized 

identity groups including gender minorities, sexual minorities, racial minorities, or those who are 

treated inequitably based on age, religion, disability status or other social identities (Collier-
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Spruel & Ryan, 2022).  Examples of advantaged groups advocating for disadvantaged groups 

may include men demonstrating support for gender equality initiatives or abortion rights, 

heterosexuals supporting marriage equality, or White people supporting Black Lives Matter 

efforts. Presently, allied efforts can manifest in many forms, for example people may show 

solidarity by demonstrating for a common cause in person, or with the rise of social media 

platforms and digital activism, individuals may use social media platforms such as Facebook, 

Instagram, Twitter and more to show solidarity for disadvantaged groups.  

Conceptualizations of allyship vary. Some conceptualizations of allyship have focused on 

how members of disadvantaged groups qualify allyship. Chen and colleagues (2023) center the 

meaning of allyship from the perspective of members of disadvantaged groups. Focusing on how 

members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) community perceived self-

identified allies, Chen et al. (2023) found that LGBT participants considered there to be multiple 

components of allyship. In conceptualizing allyship, LGBT participants considered allies to 

include individuals acting nonprejudiced, acting against perceived discrimination and inequality, 

and advantaged individuals having humility about their perspective. In another study Collier-

Spruel and Ryan (2022) asked participants belonging to marginalized groups (e.g., racial, and 

ethnic minorities, sexual and gender minorities) how they defined effective allyship. Effective 

allyship was characterized by participants as increased inclusion, acceptance, empowerment, 

advocacy and decreasing bias. 

Other work has suggested that allyship goes beyond advocating for the improvement of 

the disadvantaged group members’ status and is instead inclusive of leveraging one’s positional 

power to challenge the status quo. For example, Salter and Migliaccio (2019) suggest that a core 
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component of allyship behaviors is communication and confrontation. Allies should not only be 

willing to be (self) reflective and (self) aware concerning disadvantage group members’ 

experiences, but also communicate about and confront prejudice and discrimination. Continuing, 

Erskine and Bilimoria (2019) center their conceptualization of allyship within the group 

dynamics of Afro-Diasporic women and their White colleagues in the workplace. Erskine and 

Bilimoria (2019, pp 319) define white allyship as an individual "leveraging [their] position of 

power and privilege” by disrupting “the status quo.” Additionally, Erskine and Bilimoria (2019) 

suggest that in organizational settings, White individuals in positions of power should engage in 

prosocial behaviors to support Afro-Diasporic women’s advancement. Other conceptualizations 

have characterized allyship as the use of power and privilege to disrupt inequitable systems 

(Philips et al., 2009; Rosette & Thompson, 2005) or the commitment to the use of racial 

privilege to promote equity (Goodman, 2011).  

Taking on allyship, thus, involves advantaged individuals taking on a level of 

interpersonal risk between themselves and their social context by challenging the status quo 

(Pyram, 2023). Advantaged group members may risk losing power, privilege or social capital 

afforded to them by challenging dominant forces or opinion (Thai & Nylund, 2023). For 

example, challenging a peer may lead to social consequences within friend groups, whereas 

challenging a coworker or a higher-up in a workplace setting may lead to financial consequences 

(Erskine & Bilimoria, 2019). Additionally, advantaged group members risk experiencing 

scrutiny, or critical feedback from disadvantaged group members for their efforts and may 

internalize as being a personal reflection of their ability or judgement (Knowlton et al., 2023).  

These risks even translate to computer mediated environments. Roden (2023) in their study note 
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that White interviewees viewed there to be social risks in posting about racial justice online. 

Participants cited wanting to avoid destructive conversation, and fearing losing family, friends, 

and followers as a reason to refrain from posting online. To that end research suggests 

disadvantaged group members consider "allyship-associated costs and rewards” when making 

attributions about allies (Thai & Nylund, 2023, pp. 131). Allies who appear to be facing more 

costs in acting are perceived to be more authentic in their allied behaviors as compared to those 

perceived to be facing no cost or gaining rewards. Altogether, allyship can be conceptualized as 

individuals working in support of disadvantaged groups and using their positional power to 

disrupt or challenge the status quo; however, as Louis and colleagues (2019) note, conceptual 

attributes of allyship do not include self-focused motives that can ultimately impact the effect of 

allied efforts.  

Performative allyship in online settings  

Central to the current study is the examination of how displays of prosocial behavior may 

be perceived as inauthentic, or performative displays of allyship. Allies, or members of 

advantaged groups may be motivated to engage in action for marginalized groups due to self-

interests such as improving their image, popularity, or financial status (Radke et al., 2020). For 

example, research on motivation to volunteer suggests that while people may conduct service to 

fulfill humanitarian values, some prosocial behaviors may be extrinsically motivated; people 

volunteer to enhance their self-esteem, gain experience that may be beneficial to their careers, 

gain skills, or increase their social network (Konrath et al., 2012; Kutlaca & Radke, 2022; Omoto 

& Snyder, 1995).  As such, some scholars contend that prosocial behaviors that are extrinsically 

motivated are comparable to a form of impression management (Lavertu et al., 2020) — the act 
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of individuals expressing themselves in a constructed manner to control the perceptions others 

form of them (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). In fact, some scholars contend that ingenuine 

expressions of care about social issues are strategic and are a result of evaluating the social 

context one is in to determine how to represent oneself in the best light (Jordan & Rand, 2019).  

The proliferation of virtual participation and active displays of allyship online (e.g., 

rainbow filters to support the LGBTQ+ movement, black squares for BlackLivesMatter), have 

raised concerns about the potential for performative, or ingenuine displays of allyship by 

dominant group members online (Wellman, 2022). Performative allyship is characterized as an 

ingenuine display of allyship enacted with the goal of enhancing popularity or self-image rather 

than contributing to a social cause (Katalina, 2020; Kutlaca & Radke, 2022).  Social media 

platforms provide ample opportunity for individuals to manage their positive self-presentations 

and acquire feedback from virtual audiences. Online virality metrics (i.e., following, likes, 

reposts) or feedback (i.e., comments) may serve as social rewards, or behavioral motivators, to 

engage in self-presentation related activities. Likes, comments, and follows may all serve as cues 

indicating how other users have engaged with or evaluated content posted online (Lee et al., 

2021). Thus, reception of positive feedback (i.e., likes, comments) from peers may induce 

positive self-perception and affect, fulfilling users' need for belonging from their peers online 

(Baker et al., 2019; Chua & Chang, 2016; Grinberg et al., 2017; Zell & Moeller, 2018). Related 

to online displays of allyship or solidarity, performative allyship may be exemplified by one-off 

social media posts, utilization of hashtags, or the profession of support in order to receive praise 

from their online audiences (Spielman et al., 2023). Accordingly, performative allyship can be 

characterized as being motivated by an individual’s “need for validation and acceptance” without 



 

 21 

sacrificing social capital and can be perceived as empty (Erskine & Bilimoria, 2019;Wellman, 

2022, pp. 2).   

Research in psychology, communication, and political science have identified various 

forms of inauthentic prosocial behavior both offline and online (Kutlaca & Radke, 2020). For 

example, research on politics and activism have examined ‘slacktivism,’ which is defined as 

“feel-good but useless Internet activism” (Morozov, 2009, pp. 13). Some scholars contend that 

some digital activism is of low cost and risk to the actor, and that at its core slacktivism lacks 

demonstrable impact in solving the issue at large (Smith et al., 2019). Continuing, the phrase 

‘virtue signaling’ has been used to describe “public expression of moral values or support for a 

cause” with the goal to increase one’s image or notability (Kutlaca & Radke, 2022, pp. 3; 

Westra, 2021).  Another concept, moral grandstanding, was examined by Grubbs et al. (2019) in 

their study which explored status-seeking motives as a potential explanatory mechanism for 

moral grandstanding. Moral grandstanding is defined as the “use of public moral discourse for 

self-promotion and status attainment” (Grubbs et al., 2019, pp. 3). Individuals may take part in 

public discussions about topics pertaining to morality, or politics in order to impress others. 

Grubbs et al. (2019) found across a set of politically diverse samples that moral grandstanding 

was associated with status-seeking personality traits.  Continuing, Wellman (2022) showed that 

social media influencers often mask credibility concerns with (ingenuine) displays of allyship 

online. Wellman (2022) specifies that during the 2020 #BlackLivesMatter movement, White 

wellness influencers exhibited empty online efforts (e.g., creating, or re-producing content with 

the #BlackLivesMatter hashtag) without substantially contributing to any other forms of 

advocacy. Through extensive interviews, Wellman (2022) suggests that White wellness creators 
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viewed presenting as an ally as desirable as it increased their credibility and managed audience 

expectations, indicating that displays of allyship were inauthentic. 

  Finally, social psychology research has also experimentally explored indications of self-

interest and prosocial behavior in online settings. For example, Lavertu and colleagues (2020) 

found that increased salience of online audiences led participants to show greater intention to 

engage in prosocial behavior offline, mediated by higher public self-awareness and extrinsic 

motivations (e.g., maintaining self-image, fitting in with social norms, displaying social capital, 

morality, or time spent). In another study, Choi and Seo (2017) found that individuals who were 

status-seeking exhibited a high level of prosocial behavior online as compared to non-status-

seeking individuals (Choi & Seo, 2017). Cox et al. (2018) found similar results; after analyzing 

the prosocial behavior of users of a virtual crowdfunding platform, their findings showed that 

individuals who had a publicly visible profile tended to lend more, as compared with those with 

a private profile. Across multiple domains, scholarship has identified a common phenomenon of 

inauthentic displays of allied concern, or support for disadvantaged groups for the purposes of 

enhancing one’s own image. As social media platforms such as Instagram have been 

characterized as venues for users to take part in a form of visibility labor, or strategically 

conducting profile work to be viewed in a desirable manner by others, (Abidin, 2016; Duffy & 

Hund, 2016), online activism efforts may be especially vulnerable to those looking to act 

prosocially in pursuit of their own self-interest, rather than genuine concern for disadvantaged 

groups.   
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Chapter 3: Features of communication technology 

 In the context of prosocial movements, features native to social media platforms such as 

Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook give individuals the opportunity to advance movement impact 

through the connection building, mobilization, expanding resources, and amplifying key 

narratives (Mundt et al., 2019).  However, as research on the intersection of communication 

technology and social activism has identified variety in the use of features of social media to 

amplify prosocial messages, research has also alluded that properties of these platforms can also 

be exploited for impression management concerns.  

Research examining prosocial movements and communication technology have 

examined various ways social media platforms can be used to amplify prosocial movements. 

Some studies have focused on the typology of prosocial content online. For example, Cornet et 

al. (2017) in their study examined how different image based social media platforms support 

various social movements. Results showed that prosocial content online takes a variety of forms 

including photographs taken during rallies or other offline political activities, selfies, user-

generated infographics and art, repurposed media, and commercial images that users will post 

themselves or reshare from others (Cornet et al., 2017).  Other studies have focused on the 

substance of content generated under popular hashtags associated with movements.  For 

example, Jackson et al. (2020) examines how features of Twitter, (now X), such as hashtagging, 

allow users to connect and mobilize around several causes focused on disenfranchised 

populations. Einwohner and Rochford (2019) in their study sought to understand how Instagram 
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was used to maintain the presence of the Women’s March through examining users’ public posts 

that included the hashtag #womensmarch and posts from the official Instagram account of the 

organization Women’s March. Other research related to prosocial movements online have 

focused on the use of specific features and their influence on social media users. For example, Li 

(2022) surveyed Black Instagram users to examine their use of Instagram and its specific features 

(e.g., Instagram Carousel, Live, Story, Feed Posts, and comment section) and how it influenced 

their Black activism orientation, in app activism, and identity. 

While some scholars have examined how specific movements exist online, others have 

explored how features of social media platforms can be used not only to promote prosocial 

movements but also social media users themselves, bringing into question the authenticity of 

allyship online.  Specifically, scholars have identified that social media users’ intent to share 

prosocial messaging may be partially self-serving; content creators may want to maintain good 

appearance with their followings or promote themselves (Abidin, 2022; Riedl et al., 2021; 

Wellman, 2022).  For example, Riedel et al. (2021) introduces the phenomena of ‘political 

influencing,’ where content creators focus their online presence on more meaningful political 

content such as issues of sustainability, immigration, or LGBTQ+ rights. However, Riedel et al. 

(2021) note that while content creators make political statements about issues of concern, they 

simultaneously embed self-promotive or advertising hashtags (e.g., #sponsored, #ad) within their 

content – creating a paradox between the promotion of a prosocial cause or issue, and the use of 

self-promotive features of the app for explicit personal gain. In another study, Abidin (2022) 

examines the phenomenon of grief “hypejacking” on Instagram, where individuals 

misappropriate high-visibility hashtags in order to enhance their profile publicity. Abidin (2022) 
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notes that users often capitalize on trending hashtags, display themselves publicly grieving, use 

unrelated hashtags to boost engagement, and copy or edit photos from other sources to bring 

attention to themselves in proximity to the tragic event in question. Abidin (2022, pp. 184) 

alleges that individual’s pursuit of social capital on Instagram – most commonly thorough 

gaining likes, positive comments, and shares – may drive users' attempts to self-promote and 

“game” the platform. Taken together, these works suggest that although social media platforms 

may be venues for the promotion of prosocial movements and issues, bad actors exploit the 

features of these platforms to promote themselves or maintain their image.  

Instagram, in particular, has been characterized as fostering ‘visibility labor,’ in that users 

partake in a level of attention seeking and profile work to be viewed desirably by others and for 

personal gain (Abidin, 2016).  Users may exploit features of the platform such as hashtags, 

@mentions or tags to increase their visibility, or may strategically post content in order to 

minimize criticism from their audience (Abidin, 2016; Duffy & Hund 2016).  As evidenced by 

the work of Wellman (2022), Riedel and colleagues (2021) and Abidin (2022), presumed allies 

of prosocial movements may have differing motives related to their online participation, which 

may be signaled through the use of platform specific features. Although extant scholarship does 

somewhat cover the use of features native to social media platforms, less work seeks to tease out 

how characteristics, or affordances, of these platforms may signal different meaning to audiences 

about the intent of the prosocial content creator, subsequently impacting the success of the 

movement. Thus, it may be appropriate to explore the implications of the use of specific features 

native to social media platforms using an affordance based approach, which not only allows 

scholars a systematic way to examine differences between the use of different channels of 



 

 26 

communication technology, and the features they host, but also how the use of features may 

differ across contexts leading to differential social and psychological outcomes.  

Defining Affordances  

 Gibson (1979, 1986) first defined the term affordance to describe how the utility of an 

object could be understood differently by various animals due to their perception of the function 

of the object (Fox & McEwan, 2017; Treem & Leonardi, 2013). According to Gibson (1979, 

1986) different animals perceive a particular set of uses that an object provides, coining the term 

affordance, or the perceived utility of an object (Treem & Leonardi, 2013). Gibson (1979, 1986) 

suggested that affordances hold different meaning to different people, regardless of an objects’ 

features being common to all (Fox & McEwan, 2017; Treem & Leonardi, 2013). Other 

perspectives of the nature of affordances and technology suggest that affordances stem from 

user’s experience with the technology itself (Norman, 1990) or from adaptation and 

experimentation with technology over time (Gaver, 1991; Leonardi, 2011; see Evans et al., 2017; 

Fox & McEwan, 2017). Keeping both perspectives in mind, Evans and colleagues (2017) suggest 

that the neither the materiality (e.g., features of an object) of technology nor human agency alone 

influence technology use. Thus, taking an affordance approach to communication technology can 

be advantageous to researchers as they can examine the relationship between people and the 

technological features they come into contact with. As people may interact with technology with 

different goals in mind, they may perceive technology use differently across contexts, leading to 

differential social and psychological outcomes (Treem & Leonardi, 2013).  

While efforts to spread awareness via social media to promote prominent social issues is 

lauded, as noted earlier in this manuscript, Wellman (2022) highlighted that aspects of online 
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activism may be more performative than authentic. Instagram in particular is not only a venue for 

online activism, but also self-promotion, making it an opportune platform to study. Using an 

affordance based approach may be appropriate to understanding how Instagram features used to 

promote prosocial content can impact audience perception of prosocial movements. While much 

literature on prosocial movements has focused on the use of hashtags related to movement 

messaging, more work is needed examining the channel of communication used to share content 

on the platform and what meaning its use may convey to viewers. Instagram Stories and Feed 

Posts are both widely used features on the platform and are distinct in their duration and 

presentation of content.  These features may trigger different attributions in viewers related to the 

perceived authenticity of the content creator. Thus, this dissertation aims to compare viewer 

perceptions of prosocial post(er) authenticity via two social media platform features native to 

Instagram – Stories vs. Posts – along a spectrum of two affordance categories: persistence and 

visibility (Treem & Leonardi, 2013) as well as perceived source control over audience feedback.  

Persistence 

 Persistence is defined as the relative permeance or ephemerality of a communicative 

message (Fox & McEwan, 2017). Communication can be considered persistent if it remains 

accessible, in its original form and does not expire after its author has published it (Treem & 

Leonardi, 2013). The opposite of persistence, ephemerality, is reflected in popular social media 

platforms such as Snapchat and the Stories feature on Instagram. Snapchat is characterized by its 

use of temporary messaging; messaging and images delete upon opening. Instagram Stories 

allow users to share photos and videos in the moment or posts from other users for 24 hours 

before they permanently disappear to the public (Kreling et al., 2022).  
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Research on platforms such as Snapchat or features like Instagram Stories have 

associated ephemerality with reduced self-presentational concerns (Bayer et al., 2020). For 

example, work from Bayer et al. (2016) utilized experience sampling data, and in-depth 

interviews to understand college students’ perception of social and emotional experiences related 

to Snapchat use. Quantitative results showed that participants perceived Snapchat interactions as 

more enjoyable and associated with positive mood as compared to other communication 

platforms. Qualitative results illuminated that participants saw the ephemeral platform as a place 

to share “mundane experiences with close ties,” and had less concern for self-presentation (Bayer 

et al., 2016, pp. 956). Along the same lines, McRoberts et al. (2017) interviewed participants and 

reviewed 14 days of participants Snapchat Stories, a feature similar to Instagram Stories. Results 

showed that participants viewed Snapchat Stories as a way to share about themselves “without 

any specific planning” and in an “improvisational manner” (McRoberts et al., 2017, pp. 6906-

6907). However, while communication technology such as Instagram Stories or Snapchat allow 

for increased spontaneity in posting, temporary sharing may leave negative impressions in 

observers (Bayer et al., 2020). Hofstetter et al. (2017) in a series of experiments found that 

temporary sharing led participants to share more risky selfies of themselves as compared to 

sharing permanently. As a result,  Hofstetter et al. (2017) note, reduced inhibition in sharing 

from sharers, led observers’ impressions of sharers to be more negative.    

In contrast to ephemeral channels of communication, such as Instagram Stories, 

Instagram Feed Posts are categorized as more persistent forms of communication. Instagram 

Feed Posts remain permanently visible on users’ profiles unless they are archived or deleted. 

Content that is more persistent, thus may be more accessible long after its initial conception (Fox 



 

 29 

& McEwan, 2017). With this in mind, when posting content online, social media users may be 

aware that their content, and thus their self-presentations, are observable to others and may be 

subject to scrutiny. In fact, research on self-presentation suggests that awareness of publicness of 

social media content can impact how users present themselves online. For example, research has 

shown that both adults and adolescent social media users effortfully, and selectively present self-

related information and images in order to manage how their audience (i.e., followers) perceive 

them (Chua & Chang, 2016; Huang & Vitak, 2022; Yau & Reich, 2018).  Thus, when social 

media users opt to use more persistent channels of communication, there is not only an 

awareness that content is reviewable by online audience members, but there is subsequently 

more effort placed in strategic self-presentation levied by the potential for audience feedback.  

Given discourse from scholars on the phenomena of social media activism and its 

efficacy (Jackson et al., 2020; Wellman, 2022), social media allies choice in how to share 

prosocial content may (mis)communicate perceived goals related to prosocial movements to their 

online audiences. Wellman (2022, pp. 7), for example notes that in the context of White allies 

sharing content online related to BLM, the use of features such as Stories, connoted “surface-

level attempts at allyship” where users “blindly re-post[ed] without engaging [with content]” to 

observers online.  When prosocial content is posted on ephemeral channels, it stands to reason 

that viewers may presume a lack of time or effort placed in posting content as compared to a 

persistent channel like Instagram Feed Posts. This, coupled with previous findings that suggest 

that features associated with ephemerality are linked with reduced self-presentational concerns 

through more “in the moment” or spontaneous posting  (i.e., less planning) (Bayer et al., 2020; 

McRoberts et al., 2017; Kreling et al., 2022) leads to the following hypothesis:  
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H1: The more persistent prosocial posts are perceived to be, the less viewers will 

perceive the sources of the content as posting spontaneously. 

Additionally, while digital social activism may be viewed as being low cost, sharing social or 

political commentary with audiences can be seen as risky (Thorson, 2014). Engaging in political 

discussion (of which many prosocial movements encompass) can leave communicators 

vulnerable to encountering disagreement, or experience discomfort, while additionally posing the 

risk of disrupting otherwise amicable relationships (Mutz, 2006; Thorson, 2014). For example, 

Thorson (2014) found via in-depth interviews that social media users are often concerned about 

the social repercussions of their political posts, citing uncertainty in how posts may be 

interpreted and how their online audiences may (un)favorably react (Thorson, 2014). With this in 

mind, participants described strategizing ways to make posts more palatable to their online 

audiences to avoid conflict in the comments or unfriending (Thorson, 2014). Along the same 

lines, Wellman (2022) observed in her study that White allies who posted about BLM reported 

having to navigate audience expectations, political beliefs and opinions regarding content they 

‘should’ be posting related to BLM.  

As persistent communication can be “searched, browsed, replayed, annotated, visualized, 

restricted, and recontextualized” by both the source of content and third-party observers online 

(Erickson & Kellogg, 2000,p. 68; Treem & Leonardi, 2013) – it stands to reason that online 

allies who post prosocial content face not only a greater chance of other users viewing their 

content, but making subsequent judgements about their content. Thus, online allies’ choice in 

using a more persistent channel of communication (e.g., Instagram Feed Posts) may signal to 

viewers that users are committed to the prosocial issue they are sharing about online due to its 
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permeance on their profiles. When individuals commit to something  (e.g., a set of ideals, a goal, 

an organization, another person, a prosocial movement etc.,) they are “pledging or binding” 

themselves to something else, and agreeing to a framework that they will follow and can be 

judged on (Schlenker et al., 1994, pp. 637).  In the context of support of prosocial movements 

online, social media content posted serves as a public digital archive, of a presumed allies’ 

support and commitment of a cause or movement.  However, viewers may question content 

creators’ level of commitment if prosocial messaging only remains for a short duration (i.e., is 

ephemeral). Thus, I hypothesize the following:  

H2: The more prosocial posts are perceived to be persistent, the more viewers will 

perceive the sources of the content as being committed to the prosocial movement/issue. 

Additionally, viewer perceptions of commitment may subsequently impact how authentic 

viewers perceive the source of prosocial content to be. In the context of prosocial behavior, 

research suggests that factors that shape observers’ judgements of a prosocial actors’ true 

motives include the perceived cost of acting prosocially (e.g., sacrifice of time, money, effort) 

and if observers suspect individuals are acting in self-interest (Berman & Silver, 2022). 

Specifically, when observers perceive prosocial behavior to be costly, they make more positive 

attributions about the prosocial actor (McAndrew & Perilloux, 2012; Olivola & Shafir, 2018). In 

contrast, research shows if observers perceive the prosocial behavior as being motivated by 

selfishness (e.g., profits or reputation) they may deem it insincere and inauthentic (Lin-Healy & 

Small, 2012; Newman & Cain, 2014; Silver et al., 2020). Along the same lines, prosocial posters 

who post on more persistent channels of communication may be viewed as more genuine 

proponents for a cause, and less self-serving, as their posts signal their longstanding public 
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association with an issue, thus opening themselves up to the potential of criticism from members 

of their online audience. As such, I hypothesize the following: 

H3: The more prosocial posts are perceived to be persistent, the more viewers will 

perceive the sources of the content as being committed to the prosocial movement/issue, 

and thus will rate the sources as (a) an authentic ally, as having (b) more prosocial 

reasons for posting and (c) less self-interested reasons for posting.  

Visibility 

Visibility is defined as the ability for communication technology to showcase users’ 

online activity, and communication network to other users (Treem & Leonardi, 2013; Treem et 

al., 2020; Fox & McEwan, 2017). According to Treem and Leonardi (2013, pp. 150) social 

media platforms gives users the ability to showcase their “behaviors, knowledge [and] 

preferences,” that once were invisible to a broader audience.  Communication technology afford 

users visibility in several ways, giving users agency in how accessible they can make 

communication to third parties (Treem and Leonardi 2020). Communication technology such as 

texting, phone, or email are considered to be less visible, or more private, channels of 

communication as information is only shared with specific individuals (Fox & McEwan, 2017). 

In contrast, communication posted on public websites or social media platforms are considered 

more visible due to their accessibility on the web. For example, on social media, visibility of 

activity may include users’ posts, like metrics, comments, status updates, friending, editing 

history, pictures, and other actions that are visible to other users on the platform (Treem & 

Leonardi, 2013). Thus, the visibility of activity allows social media users not only to display 
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information about themselves and their interests, but also for third parties to observe and make 

judgements about content they consume.  

Visibility is bidirectional, in that it is characterized by the relationship between the 

activity of one social media user and their followers or observers. Treem and Leonardi (2020) 

suggest that there is thus an interdependence between users’ efforts to be seen and make their 

activity visible, third party users’ efforts to see others online activities, and the extent to which 

the platform makes that visibility easier or more difficult. Thus, communication visibility is 

partially determined by third parties (Leonardi, 2014; Treem et al., 2020).  For example, 

DiMicco et al. (2009) found that IBM employees who used an internal social networking site, 

Beehive, used visible information from the site (e.g., profile information, photos, personal 

information) to learn about the backgrounds, interests, and activities of their coworkers.  

Leonardi (2014) through their field study implementing a new social networking platform within 

a large corporation found similar results.  Members of the corporation were able to make 

inferences about other coworkers’ knowledge and expertise based on messages sent and who 

their coworkers regularly communicated with; this in turn led to more innovation in products and 

services developed and less duplication of ideas within the company. Thus, Leonardi (2014) 

suggests that making once private communication visible to third parties, can help third-party 

observers gain information and make inferences about those they are observing.  

However, features on social media platforms such as Instagram offer users agency in how 

visible they desire their content and activity to be. According to Kreling et al. (2022) visibility is 

higher for Posts as compared to Stories as it relates to (1) how viewable content is to other users 

and the (2) how viewable interactions between the content creator and other users are. With 
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respect to content visibility, users are able to adjust Story privacy settings to be seen by all 

followers, a select few on a customizable list (i.e., Close Friends) or specifically hiding Stories 

from certain followers. Posts, however, offer less flexibility in visibility. Posts can either be seen 

by all followers, or virtually any Instagram user if an individual’s profile is public. With respect 

to visibility of interaction, Instagram users are able to publicly view interaction between 

Instagram posters and their followers on Posts. Other users can publicly like and comment on 

Posts, which can be viewed by third-party users. In contrast, Stories offer low visibility in 

interaction; Story replies are not able to be viewed by third parties (e.g., followers) – reactions to 

Stories are sent via private message and are one-on-one interactions between the user and the 

specific individual reacting to their Story.     

Kreling et al. (2022) suggest that the distinction between the visibility of Stories and 

Posts is related to perceptions of privacy control. Privacy, the authors define as the “selective 

control of access to the self or one’s group” (Altman, 1975 pp. 18; Kreling et al., 2022). Social 

media platforms, as compared to face-to-face interactions, give users greater ability to control 

what thoughts and emotions are disclosed to others through the implementation of privacy 

settings (Trepte & Reinecke, 2011). Continuing, Trepte and Reinecke (2011) argue that privacy 

control and authenticity on social media platforms are inherently linked. If users feel that they 

have increased control over their audience – they are able to be more authentic. Kreling et al. 

(2022), as a result, suggest that higher levels of perceived privacy, are related to higher levels of 

authenticity; thus, Stories should induce more authenticity in content creators.  

A subset of cross sectional (Vranken et al., 2022), and qualitative work (Trieu & Baym, 

2020; Li et al., 2021) seems to agree with this assertion.  Vranken et al. (2022) conducted a 
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cross-sectional survey examining the relationship between social media use and disclosure of 

alcohol related behaviors. Using an affordance based approach across a continuum of two 

dimensions: temporality (ephemeral to persistent) and accessibility (private to public) they found 

that individuals were more likely to make extreme alcohol references (e.g., binge drinking) on 

both ephemeral-private (e.g., private stories) and persistent-private (e.g., private posts) as 

compared to both public ephemeral and public persistent content.  In another study, Li and 

colleagues (2021) found that female athletes use of the Stories feature empowered them to act 

more authentically and share more about their private lives. The authors suggest that having 

more rigid control over interactions with followers as conversations were kept private from third 

parties, led to more comfortability sharing (Li et al., 2021).  Finally, Trieu and Baym (2020) 

conducted semi-structured interviews to explore how Instagram users understand the process of 

sharing through Stories. Users indicated that they experienced less pressure to self-present, thus 

they could be more authentic. Altogether, these studies suggest that there is a distinct relationship 

between the nature of visibility, privacy control, and how producers of social media content 

perceive their self-expression online.  

While the previously discussed research highlights how visibility may influence what 

content creators share online, as noted by Trieu and Baym (2020), users’ choice in what features 

to use to share content may have implications with respect to third party viewers. Specifically, 

Trieu and Baym (2020) suggest that an implication of sharing content via Stories as compared to 

Instagram Feed Posts is that that while the Story itself is public, third-party observers are not 

aware of how the content is being received by other audience members. Thus, it stands to reason 

that if viewers are not able to view feedback from other users – which may be negative or 
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positive – decreased visibility in relevant content may lead viewers to make attributions about 

the motives or how authentic the source of the content posted is.  

According to Lee (2020), online interaction is a key contributor to perceptions of 

authenticity in computer-mediated environments. Lee (2020, pp. 63) notes that computer- 

mediated environments increase opportunities for “vicarious interactions” through the use of 

online communities, webpage comment sections, and social media platforms. Characterized as a 

type of parasocial experience or interaction, Lee (2020) suggests that similar to imagined 

interactions in a mass communication context – where media audiences feel a reciprocal 

relationship or pseudo-friendship with media figures without direct contact – observation of 

online exchanges can induce a sense of “real conversational engagement” in viewers (Lee, 2020, 

pp. 63; Lee & Jang, 2013, Lee & Shin, 2014).  Thus, these venues allow people to 

“unobtrusively observe” other activities online through the erosion of “public and private” (Lee, 

2020, pp. 63). As noted by Kreling et al. (2022) a key distinction between Instagram Stories and 

Instagram Feed Posts is the visibility of interactions between the poster and other users.  

   In the context of the promotion of prosocial issues or movements, viewers may make 

attributions about the intent of the content creator when there are perceived limitations of how 

visible the prosocial content is. As previously mentioned, discussion of social or political 

commentary with a public audience can be considered risky as it leaves communicators 

vulnerable to negative feedback or interactions (Mutz, 2006; Thorson, 2013). Users might not 

only be concerned with self-presentational aspects, but also the social repercussions of their posts 

(Lane & Cin, 2017; Thorson, 2013). As Instagram Feed Posts offer more visibility with respect 

to how integrated into the Feed of the platform ( -- by default posts are viewable to all 
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followers), and with respect to the publicness of third-party interactions (-- by default third-party 

comments and likes are viewable to other users), content creators may be more susceptible not 

only to their content being viewed third party observers, but also facing potential public feedback 

from audience members. As previous research suggests that viewers are often skeptical of the 

extent to which online self-presentations are accurate representations of individuals' offline 

selves (Hancock & Toma, 2009), it stands to reason that if viewers perceive prosocial content to 

be less visible, and thus less open to public feedback –which may be negative or positive – 

viewers may make more negative attributions about genuine motives of the source. As such, I 

hypothesize the following:  

H4: The more prosocial posts are perceived to be visible, the more viewers 

will rate the sources of the content as (a) an authentic ally, as having (b) more prosocial 

reasons for posting and, (c) less self-interested reasons for posting.  

Comment visibility, warranting, and authenticity 

Additionally, while different channel features of social media platforms vary in their 

degree of visibility by default setting, social media platforms such as Instagram further allow 

users to individually manage not only content visibility but also to restrict how other social 

media users can publicly interact with their social media content (Instagram, 2023). In the 

context of Instagram, Instagram Feed Posts are variable in their degree of visibility due to users’ 

ability to turn off, limit, block, filter and delete comments on posts. For example, if users want to 

avoid spam, or unfavorable comments on their posts they are able to turn off other users’ ability 

to comment on their posts, and as a result make any original comments invisible. Continuing, 

instead of turning off comments, users can also temporarily limit comments to restrict comments 
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from non and recent followers. Instagram also allows profile owners to block comments from 

specific users making them invisible to other viewers, delete comments, and curate a custom list 

of words that can be filtered out so that they are invisible to other users. While these features are 

intended to use in instances of online harassment and spam (Instagram, 2023), given impression 

management concerns related to online self-representation (Chua & Chang, 2016), there is also 

the potential for these features to be used instead to buffer users from third-party feedback that 

may be unflattering. To that end, given that some online displays of care about social issues 

online are ingenuine, and rather strategic evaluations of social context by individuals to represent 

themselves in the best light (Abidin, 2016; Jordan & Rand, 2019; Wellman, 2022), it stands to 

reason that social media users who have insincere or self-enhancing motives may attempt to 

avoid unflattering feedback from others. Thus, it may be fruitful to understand how viewers 

interpret the use of comment management features on social media by presumed digital allies, 

and how this might impact attributions made toward the source of prosocial content.  

Warranting theory is a useful framework to explain how source control over third-party 

interaction and communication visibility impacts viewer attributions. In computer mediated 

contexts, people rely on online information with greater warranting value (Walther & Parks, 

2002); warranting value represents the degree to which individuals perceive the target of 

information to have manipulated, controlled, or shaped information about themselves 

(DeAndrea, 2014; Walther & Parks, 2002).  The warranting principle proposes that individuals 

put greater weight on information about a person when it cannot be manipulated by the person it 

describes (DeAndrea, 2014; Walther et al., 2009). Put another way, the less information is 
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perceived to be manipulated or controlled by the target of information, the more influence the 

information about the target has in impression formation.  

Warranting theory has garnered both direct and indirect support. Walther et al. (2009), for 

example, over the course of two experiments, examined the impact of self-generated versus 

friend-generated (i.e., other-generated) statements made about a target on Facebook wall 

postings. Study 1 tested perceptions of extroversion, while study 2 tested perceptions of physical 

attractiveness. Walther et al. (2009) expected that third-party claims made on Facebook, 

regardless of their valence, would have a higher degree of warranting value attributed to them, 

and thus be seen as more authentic by viewers. Results suggested a boundary condition; there 

may be domains with which the warranting principle is heuristically useful. For example, results 

from study 2, which examined physical attractiveness information, showed that participants 

perceived greater warranting value in other-generated statements. Physical attractiveness, unlike 

introversion and extroversion (study 1), has clear social desirability implications. Walther et al. 

(2009) suggested that perceivers may be more likely to seek third-party verification for claims 

made that are viewed to benefit the target; if claims do not appear to benefit target, the 

warranting principle may not hold.  

In another study on the warranting principle, DeAndrea and Vendemia (2016) found that 

people tend to accept positive claims posted on social media about a pharmaceutical company to 

a greater extent when they believe the company is not associated with the users producing the 

positive claims. Similarly, DeAndrea et al. (2018) found that audiences believe positive online 

reviews about a company more when they are hosted on a third-party site as compared to when 

the same reviews are hosted on the company site. Both works above garner support for the 
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warranting principle; the more information is perceived to be controlled or manipulated by the 

target who may benefit from claims made, the less people are influenced by the message. Other 

works have applied warranting theory in a variety of contexts (DeAndrea & Carpenter, 2018). 

For example, warranting theory has been applied to understanding social networking sites (e.g., 

Antheunis & Schouten, 2011), product rating sites (e.g., Flanagin & Metzger, 2013; Willemsen 

et al., 2012), and determining the authenticity of visual depictions online (Johnson et al., 2015; 

Vendemia & DeAndrea, 2018) amongst others.  

While a large portion of warranting research has focused on how people evaluate the 

authenticity of third-party claims relative to self-claims, DeAndrea (2014) points out other 

factors may impact perceptions of warranting value. Specifically, DeAndrea (2014) suggests that 

control over the dissemination of third-party information by the source may impact viewers 

perception of warranting value. While people who control participatory websites (e.g., social 

media platforms, blogs, YouTube channels) might not control what others contribute to their 

pages, page proprietors do have the ability to control what user contributions are able to remain 

visible on their webpages. Social media users are able to control their online self-presentations 

by privatizing their pages, deleting comments, and untagging themselves in undesirable pictures 

(DeAndrea, 2014). As DeAndrea (2014) points out, peoples’ ability to manage, or control, their 

self-presentation on these platforms leaves room for the restriction of third-party content, which 

may subsequently impact viewer attributions about the intent of the source.  

A study by Waddell (2017) explored this claim by testing how readers of online news 

reacted to online comments that were moderated by a journalist. Participants were instructed to 

read a news article accompanied by negative or positive comments that either appeared in the 
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comment section or were embedded into the article itself. The condition where comments were 

embedded in the article served to indicate moderation, or comment gatekeeping, by the journalist 

who wrote the article. Results showed that viewers in the comment gatekeeping condition 

perceived articles to be less credible and more biased as compared to viewers who viewed the 

article and accompanying comment section. Waddell (2017) suggests that these findings build on 

warranting theory as perceptions of journalistic gatekeeping contributed to lower warranting 

value of comments, reflected by decreased perceptions of source and article credibility. 

Vendemia and colleagues (2019) took a similar approach examining how viewers evaluated 

political organizations that strategically hide comments on their political posts. Results showed 

that viewers had less trust in political messages when they perceived that political organizations 

were strategically controlling public comments (Vendemia et al., 2019). Finally, another study 

by Shin and Dai (2022) similarly examined the concept of dissemination control in the context of 

e-commerce. Specifically, Shin and Dai examined how claims by viewers that sellers delete 

comments impact viewers perceptions of sellers’ perceived control over comments, as well as 

how perceptions of control influenced product evaluation and purchase intention. Results show 

that heightened perceptions of seller control led viewers to make negative attributions towards 

the product and the seller and made them less likely to want to buy the product.   

Germane to the present study, while Instagram Feed Posts may lend prosocial messaging 

greater visibility, content creators are still able to manage not only in who can respond to content 

they post, but also the visibility of those responses. Instagram allows dissemination control of 

third-party feedback through comment limitation, allowing page proprietors the ability to exert 

control over who (e.g., which third party users) can comment on their content. Additionally, page 
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proprietors are able to exert dissemination control by deleting comments, allowing them to 

restrict the substance of third-party comments that accompany their content. Warranting theory 

suggests that comments may be perceived as less authentic if viewers believe an individual is 

selectively controlling their dissemination to curate a desired image (DeAndrea, 2014). Thus, 

prosocial content creators should be perceived as less authentic the more viewers believe that 

they are controlling the dissemination of comments. As such, I hypothesize the following:  

H5: The more viewers perceive the sources of the prosocial content to be controlling 

what comments exist on Instagram Feed Posts, the less viewers will rate the sources as 

(a) an authentic ally, having (b) less prosocial reasons for posting and having (c) more 

self-interested reasons for posting.  

H6: The more viewers perceive the sources of the prosocial content to be controlling who 

can comment on Instagram Feed Posts, the less viewers will rate the sources as (a) an 

authentic ally, having (b) less prosocial reasons for posting and having (c) more self-

interested reasons for posting.  
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Chapter 4: Method 

Research design overview  

A  2 (Message Persistence) x 4 (Comment Type) nested between-subjects experiment 

was used to investigate the proposed hypotheses. The message persistence factor had two 

conditions: low persistence (i.e., Instagram Stories) and high persistence (i.e., Instagram Feed 

Posts). The comment type factor was a nested condition within the high persistence condition. 

The comment type factor included four conditions: no comments, no comments deleted, 

comments deleted, and comments limited.  

Sample 

A sample of 850 women participants were recruited from Connect via CloudResearch. 

For inclusion in the final analyses, participants needed to (a) identify as a woman, (b) be an adult 

at least 18 years of age or older, and (c) use Instagram. I removed four participants for failing to 

meet qualifications for participating in this study, for a final sample of 846 self-identified 

women. All participants received $2.00 in compensation in exchange for their participation. 

Participants ranged from age 18 to 78 (M = 38.58, SD = 11.85), and identified as 

“White/Caucasian” (n = 610), “African American/Black” (n = 106), “American Indian/ 

Indigenous American” (n = 6), “Asian/Asian American” (n = 68), “Native Hawaiian or Pacific 

Islander” (n = 1), “Multiracial” (n = 45), and “Other” (n= 10).  

Procedure  
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 Procedures were approved by The Ohio State University’s Institutional Review Board. 

Once individuals chose to participate in the study, they were directed to a Qualtrics survey and 

consent was obtained. Participants were told that they would view 5 Instagram Feed Posts or 

Stories from several Instagram users who are sharing content in support of women’s 

empowerment.  Each participant was randomly assigned to one of five experimental conditions: 

(a) low persistence, (b) high persistence, no comments, (c) high persistence, no comments 

deleted, (d) high persistence, comments deleted, and (e) high persistence, comments restricted. 

After viewing the posts in their randomly assigned condition, participants were instructed to fill 

out a questionnaire. After submitting their responses, participants were directed back to the 

original host site for compensation.   

Stimuli 

Message Persistence. The stimuli for each condition was designed to appear to be actual 

Instagram Stories or Feed Posts (see Appendix B for examples). To account for confounds 

related to any endorsement metrics on Instagram Feed Posts, as Instagram Stories did not show 

metrics, Instagram Feed Posts had information related to the number of likes and identities of 

users providing feedback omitted.  Stimuli were designed to be as equal as possible across 

conditions and reflect how the platform features naturally appear online.  

User attributes. In all conditions the message creator was identified by an assumably 

masculine username (e.g., username @adam_mack). Additionally, each stimulus image included 

a profile picture of an individual who physically appears to be male. Images for the profile 

picture were sourced from The Chicago Face Database which provides high-resolution, 

standardized photographs of self-identified males and females of various races and ethnicities 
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between the ages of 18-40 years old (Ma et al., 2015). To heighten the visibility of the identity of 

the poster, before viewing the stimulus image participants were shown the username and profile 

photo of the Instagram user.  

Prosocial Stimulus. The prosocial component of the stimuli consisted of a message 

designed as an infographic typical to online activism efforts and an accompanying caption. To 

achieve this, five prosocial messages were adapted from existing social media content related to 

the modern-day feminist movement (See Appendix C for stimuli examples). These messages 

served to indicate to viewers that the posts are prosocial in nature. Scholars have suggested that 

women and girls and their allies have begun to use social media platforms as an activism tool to 

address feminist issues through collaboration, personal disclosure, networking, organizing and 

challenging modern-day sexism, misogyny, and rape culture (Linavary et al., 2019; Mendes et 

al., 2019). Thus, content created and shared online with regards to feminist issues aims to 

“expose, critique, and educate the public about sexism and offer counter discourses” to misogyny 

(Mendes et al., 2019, pp. 3). For the current study, messages created were intended to serve to 

uplift and empower women (e.g., “Women’s Rights are Human Rights”).   

In addition to viewing the prosocial graphic and message, participants viewed captions 

accompanying the image. The caption served to explicitly indicate that the user is an ally for 

women’s empowerment (e.g., “I’m always an ally for women. #humanrights #womensrights;” 

“I’m fighting, are you? #womensequality #fightforwomen”). The prosocial messages and 

captions used were standardized across all Instagram Story and Instagram Feed Post conditions. 

To specify, while the Instagram feature differed, the prosocial messages and captions viewed 

were the same across all conditions.  
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Comments. All conditions with comments had posts with between 3 and 6 user 

comments. To achieve more realism, comment numbers varied between posts shown to viewers. 

Comments were positive in valence and were complementary of the user posting.   

Measures  

Unless otherwise noted, all items were measured on seven-point scales that ranged from 

strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). 

Visibility. Participants were asked the extent to which they perceive the Instagram 

content to be visible to others. Visibility was measured using bipolar statements measured along 

a 7-point semantic differential scale adapted from Monge et al. (2024). The stem read “How 

many people do you think have seen this post” followed by four statements such as “not that 

many people – many people,” and “a small amount of people – a large amount of people, ” (= 

0.97).  

Persistence.  Persistence was measured using bipolar statements measured along a 7-

point semantic differential scale adapted from Monge et al. (2024). The stem read “The users 

shared messages that support women in a way that will last…” followed by five statements such 

as “a short duration of time – a long duration of time” and “an insubstantial amount of time – a 

substantial amount of time,” ( = 0.98).  

Dissemination Control. The degree to which participants believed content was 

controlled by the source of the content was measured by adapting measures from DeAndrea and 

Carpenter’s (2018) dissemination control scale.  In the analyses dissemination control was 

operationalized in two ways: comment deletion (i.e., the extent to which viewers perceived users 

to delete comments from others,  = 0.95) and comment restriction (i.e., the extent to which 
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viewers perceived users to restrict who was able to comment,  = 0.94). Examples of items 

include: “The poster made sure viewers only saw what he wanted viewers to see” and “Only 

content approved by the poster is viewable to others” (entire scale,  = 0.96).  

Authenticity. Two items were adapted from a previous study (Pittman et al., 2022) and 

two were developed following conceptual definitions of authenticity. As such, four items 

measured participants authenticity perceptions of content viewed on Instagram: “I think the 

Instagram users who posted are genuine,” and “The Instagram users who posted seem to care 

about women’s empowerment issues” ( = 0.94).  

Prosocial Reasons for Posting.  This scale measured the degree to which participants 

believe content was shared for prosocial reasons. Research suggests that participation in online 

collective action efforts stems from individuals' use of social media as an information source, a 

tool for mobilization, and a medium to express their opinions (Hong & Kim, 2021). The stem of 

this measure stated “The men posted this content…” followed by nine reasons related to sharing 

on social media as an information source (e.g., to generate awareness), to express opinions (e.g., 

to show support), and as a tool for mobilization (e.g., to mobilize online support for an issue,  =  

0.91).  

Self-interested Reasons for Posting. This scale measured the degree to which 

participants believed content was shared for self-serving reasons. I adapted items from Vendemia 

and DeAndrea (2018) and Vendemia et al. (2021). The stem stated “The men posted this 

content…” followed by nine reasons for sharing related to social feedback (e.g., to gain 

likes/shares/endorsement), attention-seeking (e.g., to show off), and audience scale/reach (e.g., to 

gain popularity,  = 0.94).  



 

 48 

Spontaneity. Spontaneity refers to how improvisational or without any planning 

participants perceive the source of the prosocial content to be. Spontaneity was measured using a 

semantic differential scale that started with the stem “The men posted these images…” followed 

by three bipolar adjectives describing participants’ perception of the sources sharing habits (e.g., 

not giving it much thought – with careful deliberation,  = 0.94).  

Commitment. Commitment refers to how dedicated to the cause or issue participants 

perceived the users to be. Commitment was measured using a semantic differential scale that 

started with the stem “The men who posted the images are…” followed by three bipolar 

adjectives capturing participating’s perception of the sources commitment to the prosocial issue 

(e.g., dedicated – not dedicated, = 0.95).  
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Chapter 4: Results  

Analysis plan 

 SPSS Statistics (Version 29) was used for all analyses. The message persistence factor 

contained two conditions: low persistence (Instagram Stories) and high persistence (Instagram 

Posts). The comment type factor contained four conditions nested within the Instagram Posts 

condition (no comments, no comments deleted, comments deleted, and comments restricted). 

PROCESS (Hayes, 2017) was used to conduct simple mediation analyses (Model 4) for H1, H2, 

H4, H5, and H6 and serial mediation analyses (Model 6) for H3. For all tests, effect estimates are 

reported with percentile bootstrap confidence intervals based on 10,000 resamples. For H1-H4, I 

compared the low persistence condition (Stories) with the high persistence no comments 

condition to avoid confounds (Stories are not accompanied with comments). The experimental 

conditions were dummy coded as follows: 1 = low persistence, 2 = high persistence  no 

comments, 3 = high persistence comments, 4 = high persistence comments limited, 5 = high 

persistence comments deleted. 

Persistence  

 Although the following tests examine differences between the low persistence condition 

and high persistence no comment condition, comparing the low persistence condition to the other 

high persistence conditions reflected similar findings. These results can be found in Appendix A. 

Prior to probing my hypotheses, I conducted a one-way ANOVA to determine if participants 

meaningfully differentiated between the low persistence and high persistence factor. Results 
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showed that participants in the low persistence condition, M = 3.69, SD = 2.10, rated the content 

as less persistent than participants in the high persistence no comment condition, M = 4.75, SD = 

1.87, F(1,333) = 23.76, p <.001, η2 =.067, indicating that participants did in fact differentiate 

between the low persistence and high persistence, no comment conditions. For the following 

analyses (H1-H2) X is the experimental condition, M is perceived persistence, and Y is the 

outcome variable. H1 stated that the more persistent prosocial posts are perceived to be, the less 

viewers would perceive the source of the content as posting spontaneously. Supporting H1, a 

significant indirect effect was detected in the predicted direction, b = 0.40, (SE = 0.09), 95% CI 

= [0.22, 0.59]. H2 predicted that the more prosocial posts are perceived to be persistent, the more 

viewers will perceive the sources of the content as being committed to the prosocial movement 

or issue. Supporting H2, a significant indirect effect was found in the predicted direction for the 

outcome of commitment to the prosocial movement or issue, b = 0.30, (SE= 0.07), 95% CI = 

[0.16, 0.45].  

H3 predicted that the more prosocial posts are perceived to be persistent, the more 

viewers would perceive the sources of the content as being committed to the prosocial movement 

or issue, and thus would rate the sources as (a) an authentic ally, as having (b) more prosocial 

reasons for posting and (c) less self-interested reasons for posting. To probe H3 I used 

PROCESS Model 6 (Hayes, 2017) to test if there was serial mediation. For the outcome of 

perceptions of authentic allyship (H3a), the serial mediation was significant (experimental 

condition → persistence → commitment → authentic allyship), b = 0.19, (SE = 0.05), 95% CI = 

[0.10,0.30]. For the outcome of perceptions of prosocial reasons for posting (H3b), the serial 

mediation was significant (experimental condition → persistence → commitment → prosocial 
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reasons for posting), b = 0.14, (SE = 0.03), 95% CI = [0.07, 0.21]. And finally, for the outcome 

of perceptions of self-interest (H3c), serial mediation was significant (experimental condition → 

persistence → commitment → perceptions of self-interest), b = -0.12 (SE=0.03), 95% CI = [-

0.20, -0.06]. 

Visibility  

To probe H4, I again used Model 4 in the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2017) to estimate the 

indirect effect of the persistence factor (X) on the outcome variables (Y) through perceptions of 

visibility (M).  H4 predicted that the more prosocial posts are perceived to be visible, the more 

viewers would rate the sources of the content as (a) an authentic ally, as having (b) more 

prosocial reasons for posting and, (c) less self-interested reasons for posting. First, I examined 

whether the low persistence condition was viewed as less visible than the high persistence no 

comment condition. The results indicated a significant difference but in the opposite direction as 

predicted, b = -0.49 (.18), p = 0.007. Participants perceived the high persistence no comment 

post to be significantly less visible (M = 3.43, SD = 1.68) than the low persistence post (M = 

3.92, SD = 1.56). Nonetheless, given the significant difference in visibility perceptions across 

conditions, I ran mediation analyses to examine if greater visibility influenced the outcome 

measures as predicted. The mediation analyses indicated that greater visibility led to higher 

perceptions that sources were authentic allies (H4a), b = -0.14 (SE = 0.05), 95% CI = [-0.26, -

0.04], greater perceptions that the user had prosocial reasons for posting (H4b), B = -0.09 (SE = 

0.03), 95% CI = [-0.16, -0.02], and less self-interested reasons for posting, b = 0.04 (SE = 0.02), 

95% CI = [0.01., 0.10].  To summarize, the effect of the manipulation (low persistence condition 
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vs. high persistence, no comment) on visibility was significant in the opposing direction but the 

predicted effects of greater visibility held for each outcome.  

A post hoc test was conducted using PROCESS Model 4 (Hayes, 2017) to compare the 

indirect effect of the comment type factor (X) on the outcome variables (Y) through perceptions 

of visibility (M). The post hoc tests were conducted given the possibility that the absence of 

comments signaled lower viewership and allowed to further test if posts with lower or greater 

visibility influenced the outcome variables as anticipated. Although the following details results 

between the high persistence no comments condition and high persistence comments condition, 

the other high-persistence comment conditions reflected similar results across all outcomes. Full 

results of the post hoc tests can be found in Appendix A. For the perceptions of users being 

authentic allies, results of the post hoc test showed a significant indirect effect, b = 0.17 (SE = 

0.05), 95% CI = [0.07, 0.27]. Relative to the high persistence no comments condition, 

participants in the high-persistence comments condition perceived posts to be more visible, and 

thus considered the source of the content as an authentic ally. For the outcome of prosocial 

reasons for posting, results showed a significant indirect effect, b = 0.10 (SE = 0.03), 95% CI = 

[0.04, 0.17]. Relative to the high persistence no comments condition, participants in the high 

persistence comments condition perceived posts to be more visible, and thus considered the 

source of the content to have more prosocial reasons for posting. Finally, for the outcome of self-

interest, results showed a significant indirect effect, b = -0.04 (SE = 0.02), 95% CI = [-0.09, -

0.002]. Relative to the high persistence no comments condition, participants in the high-

persistence comments condition perceived posts to be more visible, and thus considered the 
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source of the content to have less self-interested reasons for posting. To that end, results of the 

post hoc test suggest partial confirmation of H4. 

Dissemination control  

 Finally, to probe H5 and H6, Model 4 in the PROCESS macro was used (Hayes, 2017). 

For H5 I estimated the indirect effect of the comment type factor (X) on the outcome variables 

(Y) through perceptions of comment deletion (M). For H6 I estimated the indirect effect of the 

comment type factor (X) on the outcome variables (Y) through perceptions of commenter 

restriction. H5 compared the comments condition and the comments deleted condition whereas 

H6 compared the comments condition and the comments restricted condition. H5 predicted that 

the more viewers perceive the sources of the prosocial content to be controlling what comments 

exist on Instagram Feed Posts, the less viewers would rate the sources as (a) an authentic ally, 

having (b) less prosocial reasons for posting and having (c) more self-interested reasons for 

posting. Supporting H5a and H5c, significant indirect effects were found in the predicted 

direction for the outcome of perceptions of authentic allyship, b = -0.09 (SE = 0.03), 95% CI = 

[-0.17, -0.03] and perceptions of self-interest, b = 0.18 (SE = 0.03), 95% CI = [0.10, 0.26]. 

However, the results indicated that there was no significant indirect effect of the comment type 

factor on perceptions of prosocial reasons for posting (H5b), b = -0.04, (SE = 0.04), 95% CI = [-

0.09, 0.01], leaving H5 partially supported. 

  H6 predicted that the more viewers perceive the sources of the prosocial content to be 

controlling who can comment on Instagram Feed Posts, the less viewers would rate the sources 

as (a) an authentic ally, having (b) less prosocial reasons for posting and having (c) more self-

interested reasons for posting. Results indicated that there was no significant indirect effect of 
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the comment type factor on perceptions of authentic allyship (H6a), b = -0.14, (SE = 0.07), 95% 

CI = [-0.30, 0.01], or perceptions of prosocial reasons for posting (H6b), b = -0.04, (SE = 0.05), 

95% CI = [-0.15, 0.06]. However, supporting H6c, significant indirect effects were found in the 

predicted direction for the outcome of perceptions of self-interest, b = 0.25 (SE = 0.09), 95% CI 

= [0.07, 0.46], leaving H6 partially supported.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

The current study examined how perceived affordances—persistence and visibility—in 

addition to comment dissemination control, influenced how women evaluated the authenticity of 

men who posted allyship messages on Instagram. My results provide evidence that the more 

prosocial content is perceived to be persistent or visible, the more positively it impacts viewer 

attributions towards the motives and authenticity of presumed digital allies.  Notably, a serial 

mediation analysis indicated that the more viewers perceived posts to be persistent, the more 

committed they viewed the source of the content to be, and consequently the more they saw the 

source as an authentic ally, having prosocial reasons for posting, and being less self-interested.  

Additionally, the results suggest that perceived comment deletion and comment restriction (i.e., 

limiting who can comment) can also impact viewer authenticity attributions under certain 

conditions.  Results showed that the more viewers believed users were deleting comments, the 

less authentic and more self-interested they found the purported allies to be. Likewise, the more 

viewers thought users restricted who could comment on their prosocial content, the more they 

thought the users had self-interested motives for sharing prosocial content.  

Theoretical and Practical Implications 

Although there is a growing body of work examining the use of social media platforms 

such as Instagram, X/Twitter and TikTok and their impact on digital allyship efforts and 

prosocial movements, few have taken an affordance based approach to this subject.  Adopting an 

affordance approach to research on digital allyship is imperative, as it allows scholars to examine 
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the relationship between people, technology, and context. To that end, a central aim of this work 

was to understand the social and psychological impact that perceived affordances have on viewer 

attributions towards prosocial content posted by digital allies on social media. Overall, my 

findings suggest that differences in perceived affordances do in fact impact viewer attributions 

towards the authenticity and motives of sources of prosocial content.   

My results suggest that the more persistent channel features are on Instagram, the more 

members of disadvantaged groups (i.e., women) perceive digital allies (i.e., men) as putting in 

more care or deliberation towards posting. Existing research suggests that there are norms related 

to users' choice in the use of features such as Posts, which afford more persistence, and Stories, 

which are less persistent (i.e., ephemeral). On the one hand, previous research suggests that 

behaviors like sharing Posts on Instagram are associated with greater selective self-presentation 

and effort to manage audience impressions (Chua & Chang, 2016; Huang & Vitak, 2022; Yau & 

Reich, 2018). On the other hand, research on ephemeral elements of social media platforms, such 

as Snapchat and Instagram Stories, have suggested that these tools are associated with a 

reduction in users’ impression management concerns due to platform specific norms. Users tend 

to use these features to communicate in a spontaneous and casual manner about life in the 

moment, or the mundane (Bayer et al., 2016; McRoberts et al., 2017; Xu et al., 2016). To that 

end, the results suggest that these norms may apply to the use of these features to share prosocial 

messaging. The use of Instagram Stories, as compared to Instagram Posts, garnered more 

negative attributions from viewers about the level of spontaneity (e.g., less careful planning put 

into sharing prosocial messaging). This may be due to a perceived violation of platform norms of 

use. As low persistence, or ephemeral media is not typically associated with deliberate curation 



 

 57 

and attention to presentation as high-persistence media, it stands to reason that digital allies' use 

of the ephemeral element signaled to viewers that users are treating prosocial content casually or 

sharing content without much thought.   

  Likewise, I detected a significant effect between persistence, commitment, and the 

authenticity and motive outcomes. The more viewers perceived content to be persistent, the more 

they viewed digital allies as being committed to the prosocial cause, leading them to believe 

users were more authentic allies, had more prosocial reasons for posting, and were less self-

interested. These findings might speak to an underlying connection between commitment, 

authenticity, and lay understanding of allyship. Contemporary conceptualizations of allyship 

suggest that the behavior involves members of advantaged groups taking on a degree of 

interpersonal risk (i.e., loss of power, privilege, or social capital) in challenging the status quo for 

the betterment of disadvantaged groups (Erskine & Bilimoria, 2019; Pyram, 2023; Salter & 

Migliaccio, 2019; Thai & Nylund, 2023).  Continuing, research suggests that powerful 

individuals are granted more respect when they are perceived to be acting prosocially and not for 

self-enhancement (Park et al., 2022; Willer et al., 2012). Additional research on allyship and 

authenticity has found that advantaged group members are viewed as having more genuine 

motives if they are perceived to face more costs, as compared to rewards, in helping (Thai & 

Nylund, 2023).  To that end, an ally’s perceived commitment to the prosocial issue, in spite of 

the costs or obstacles—such as backlash from trolls or adversarial social media users—may 

signal to disadvantaged group members that their investment is long-term and may subsequently 

lead to more favorable attributions. Although digital allyship efforts may be low in physical or 

monetary cost, individuals who choose to speak out about social or political issues online face 
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the potential for audience related disagreement, (critical) feedback, and social repercussions 

(Thorson, 2014; Wellman, 2022). Unlike content shared on ephemeral elements of platforms, 

prosocial content that is shared using a high-persistence feature, such as Instagram Posts, affords 

a public and remaining archive of the users’ display of solidarity. The prosocial content remains 

on digital allies’ profiles, showing not only permeant commitment to integrate digital allyship 

efforts into their profile self-presentation, but also leaving them suspectable to third-party views 

and feedback—ultimately signaling to viewers that users have genuine motives for posting. 

Relatedly, the findings show a similar effect of perceived visibility on the authenticity 

and motive outcomes. What would be seen as more or less visible was not consistent with initial 

expectations. It was expected that Stories would be viewed as less visible than Posts. The results 

indicated that Posts without comments were viewed as less visible than Stories or Posts with 

comments. Nonetheless, the effect of greater visibility on the predicted outcomes held as 

anticipated. Similar to comparing Posts without comments to Stories, the post hoc analyses 

showed that the presence of comments positively influenced visibility perceptions. Increased 

visibility perceptions ultimately led viewers to rate users as more authentic allies, having more 

prosocial reasons for posting, and being less self-interested. Like the role of persistence, the 

heightened visibility that comments afford Posts may cue viewers to consider not only the risk 

posters take in sharing, but to also consider digital allies’ openness to (critical) feedback, leading 

to more positive attributions. To further contextualize my findings, Knowlton et al.’s (2023) 

relational perspective on effective allyship can be applied. Knowlton et al. (2023) suggests that 

allies are most effective and cultivate more trust between themselves and disadvantaged group 

members through exhibiting behavioral humility. Behavioral humility is described as an 
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interpersonal characteristic rooted in social contexts that exemplify an individuals’ (a) 

willingness to view oneself accurately through seeing one’s own short comings and blind spots, 

(b) displayed appreciation for others’ strengths and contributions, and (c) desire to learn from 

others (Owens et al., 2013).  Knowlton and colleagues (2023) suggest that one way allies can 

achieve behavioral humility is through seeking feedback prior to and after helping disadvantaged 

group members. By doing so, allies show that they are self-reflective, interested in how their 

behavior impacts disadvantaged group members, and not just how their behaviors appear to 

others (Knowlton et al., 2023).  In the context of digital allyship, individuals’ willingness to 

receive or display feedback may positively lend to viewer attributions of their genuineness as 

they may be susceptible to both (critical) feedback and dissent from both advantaged in group 

members, and disadvantaged group members. Finally, the results provide confirmation to the 

role of source control over the dissemination of third-party information and its impact on viewer 

attributions about authenticity. Warranting theory proposes that online viewers are more likely to 

believe information genuinely reflects an offline reality (i.e., is authentic) when they perceive the 

information is not controlled or strategically modified by the entity it describes (DeAndrea, 

2014; Walther & Parks, 2002). The results of this experiment provide support to DeAndrea 

(2014)’s  proposed extension of warranting theory which suggests that perceived source control 

over third-party information can impact viewer perceptions of warranting value. On Instagram in 

particular, users have the functionality to delete comments from others, and to restrict, or “limit” 

what other users can comment on their Posts, typically to protect users from online hate and 

harassment. My results indicated that when viewers perceived comments to be deleted, they 

perceived the source as less of an authentic ally, and as having more self-interested reasons for 
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posting. Additionally, when viewers perceived comments to be restricted, they perceived the 

source as having more self-interested reasons for posting. As previous work suggests that 

viewers are often skeptical of the authenticity of others online self-presentations (Hancock & 

Toma, 2009), in the context of this study, viewers may perceive the presumed control of 

audience feedback as a signal that users’ may be concealing information. Viewers might muse 

users are deleting comments or restricting who can comment because feedback was unfavorable 

to users’ self-presentation goals. Notably, my results showed that perceptions of comment 

restriction only impacted how self-interested viewers perceived digital allies to be. This may 

suggest that while comment restriction may negatively impact audience evaluations, in 

comparison to comment deletion, which completely removes evidence of commentary, comment 

restriction may be viewed as exerting less manipulation or control over third-party contributions. 

Future work may seek to further refine the notion of dissemination control by comparing 

different methods of influencing/manipulating third-party content that might lead to meaningful 

differences in the perceived warranting value of information and thus its effect on impressions.  

The findings also may contribute to establishing boundary conditions for when 

perceptions of warranting value may have stronger, lesser, or no effect on evaluations. DeAndrea 

and Vendemia (2019) contend that the warranting principle holds the strongest when sources are 

viewed as directly benefiting from the claims they make or exert control over. On the one hand, 

the findings can be interpreted as consistent with that theoretical assertion; viewers believe that 

some users seek to gain social cache on Instagram by claiming to be allies and the strategic 

control of feedback—which might suggest otherwise—invites skepticism regarding their 

authenticity. On the other hand, viewers who might be less inclined to question the sincerity of 
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online allies might have viewed the restriction of comments in a positive light, as a way of 

ensuring supportive messages are broadcast without the accompaniment of alternative views or 

toxic messages from trolls/bots. Future work should continue to explore these dynamics to better 

understand how different ways of strategically controlling third-party content can hinder or 

bolster the authenticity of sources and their messages.  

 With the rise of prosocial movements on social media platforms such as Instagram, 

X/Twitter, Tik Tok and even Snapchat, my work may provide practical implication to those 

interested in participating in digital activism efforts. The user-generated nature of social media 

platforms and prosocial movement efforts allows users great control over the content they want 

to share about the issues they are passionate about. However, with increased user control comes 

the possibility that those hoping to participate for self-enhancement (i.e., performative allies) 

may negatively impact genuine initiatives concerning disadvantaged groups. Although other 

studies (Abidin, 2022; Wellman, 2022) have discussed how bad actors may exploit features of 

social media platforms to enhance their self-image via prosocial messaging—this study 

elucidates specifically how perceived affordances of platform features signal different meaning 

to audience members about the intent of the prosocial content creator.  

To that end, individuals interested in participating in digital activism should mind what 

they post but what features they use to promote prosocial content, given what their choice might 

signal to viewers.  My results suggest that using features that are perceived to be more persistent, 

such as Instagram Posts, lend to more favorable viewer attributions about content creators’ 

commitment to the prosocial issue, and genuine interest in allyship. Although creating and 
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reposting content on low-persistent features such as Stories may be faster and more convenient to 

share, less positive viewer attributions may ensue.  

Additionally, social media users should be wary about the use of comment restriction 

features and comment deletion in tandem with posting prosocial content. Utilization of these 

tools may signal to viewers that users may have some interest in maintaining their positive self-

presentation, rather than facilitating feedback and engagement. To further bridge the gap 

between prospective allies and disadvantaged group members, applying frameworks such as 

Knowlton et al.’s (2023) relational perspective on allyship to digital contexts should be explored.   

By opening themselves to feedback from their audiences, digital allies may be able to ultimately 

increase how genuine disadvantaged individuals perceive them, increasing trust and perhaps the 

effectiveness of their efforts. 

 Limitations and Future Directions  

Although my study provides useful findings for scholars and practitioners, several areas 

for future work should be considered.  First, my experiment examined one specific prosocial 

issue. Much work on prosocial movements and allyship on social media have been about just 

that, a movement. My study examined digital allyship surrounding broad topics related to 

women’s’ empowerment, not tethered to a catalytic incident in time. Future work should 

consider examining prosocial messaging related to a distinct movement with more specific goals. 

Related to affordances, my study compared the effects of just two perceived 

affordances—persistence and visibility. As highlighted by Fox and McEwan (2017), there are 

several commonly cited affordances that exist in computer-mediated environments. With the 

continued use of social media platforms to promote prosocial issues and causes, additional 
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experimental work is needed to examine the impact of other perceived affordances on viewer 

perceptions of digital allies. Moreover, as research has shown that individual goals and perceived 

social norms drive platform choice in younger users (Taber et al., 2023), additional work should 

attempt to contextualize these findings to other platforms where users tend to share prosocial 

content. Understanding how norms of use and affordances intersect should be examined to 

optimize opportunities for digital allies to effectively share prosocial content.   

 Another limitation of this work is related to the artificial, or controlled nature of the 

experiment. Although the dissemination control inductions were successful, the comment 

deletion condition was not natural to Instagram. In order to induce perceptions of comment 

deletion, I created stimuli that mimicked the “hidden comment” cue on Instagram. Future work 

should seek to understand what cues natural to social media environments signal viewers to 

suspect that the page proprietor removed third-party information.  Relatedly, whereas the 

appearance of Posts in the high-persistence condition were natural to how they appear on 

Instagram, ephemeral Stories were not. As pointed out by McRoberts et al. (2017) in their study, 

Snapchat Stories and other ephemeral features of social media platforms, like Instagram Stories, 

are functional to users who self-select to view content. My experiment induction replicated 

design attributes of Instagram Stories, but not the interactive ability that the platform affords 

users, essentially forcing participants to opt-in to typically optional content. Additionally, 

Instagram Stories offer many more opportunities for engagement than what was facilitated by 

my survey experiment. Users can dialog one on one with page proprietors and can send a variety 

of reactions in low visibility, direct message chats. To further probe the social and psychological 

impact of ephemeral elements of social media platforms, perhaps a more diverse set of 



 

 64 

methodologies should be employed. Ecological Momentary Assessment (EMA) may be a useful 

tool to understand users’ engagement with prosocial messaging in their natural environments. 

EMA is a research methodology involving real-time repeated sampling of individuals’ thoughts, 

feelings, behaviors, and experiences in their natural environments through their daily lives 

(Shiffman et al., 2008). As the proliferation of prosocial content within the context of a 

movement is vast and diverse, EMA methodology, if timed correctly, might be fruitful in 

understanding how in real time users sift between genuine prosocial content, and performative 

messaging.  As social media technologies allow individuals access to a vast array of content 

anywhere, anytime, continuing to understand how patterns of use and exposure can impact 

individuals is necessary to understand the evolving impact of social media. 

Conclusion 

 The goal of this work was to investigate how differences in the perceived persistence and 

visibility of two social media features native to Instagram—Stories vs. Posts—as well as 

perceived source control over audience feedback impacted viewer perceptions of digital allies’ 

authenticity. Existing work has alluded to a growing problem related to the presence of self-

promotion and prosocial content online, and the potential for it to negatively impact the efficacy 

and perceived authenticity of these movements (Wellman, 2022). Using an affordance approach, 

my experiment demonstrates how variability in the persistence and visibility of prosocial 

messaging can lead to content being perceived differently: greater persistence and visibility can 

positively contribute to viewer perceptions that allies are genuine, posting for prosocial reasons 

and less self-interested. Also, using features that let users restrict or delete comments can 

negatively impact attributions towards the source's genuineness. These findings may be 
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applicable to those interested in participating in digital allyship or considered when examining 

the impact of social media and prosocial movements.  
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Appendix A: Table results of analyses  

Variable                                                     Condition N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error 

Persistence Low-Persistence 164 3.69 2.10 0.16 

High-Persistence, no comments 171 4.75 1.86 0.14 

High-Persistence, comments 170 4.81 1.70 0.13 

High-Persistence, comments 

limited 

171 4.79 1.67 0.12 

High-Persistence, comments 

deleted 

171 4.85 1.74 0.13 

Total 847 4.58 1.87 0.06 

Visibility Low-Persistence 163 3.91 1.55 0.12 

High-Persistence, no comments 171 3.43 1.68 0.12 

High-Persistence, comments 170 4.02 1.47 0.11 

High-Persistence, comments 

limited 

170 3.91 1.47 0.11 

High-Persistence, comments 

deleted 

171 3.90 1.46 0.11 

Total 846 3.88 1.25 0.04 

Comment Deletion Low-Persistence 164 3.61 1.36 0.10 

High-Persistence, no comments 171 3.39 1.36 0.10 

High-Persistence, comments 169 3.39 1.36 0.10 

High-Persistence, comments 

limited 

171 4.98 1.31 0.10 

High-Persistence, comments 

deleted 

171 4.80 1.49 0.11 

Total 846 4.04 1.54 0.05 

Comment Restriction Low-Persistence 164 3.69 1.33 0.10 

High-Persistence, no comments 171 3.44 1.38 0.10 

High-Persistence, comments 169 3.34 1.38 0.10 

High-Persistence, comments 

limited 

171 4.81 1.31 0.10 

High-Persistence, comments 

deleted 

171 4.29 1.43 0.10 

Total 846 3.92 1.47 0.05 

Table 1: 

 Descriptive statistics for key dependent variables across all experimental conditions  
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Variable                                     Condition N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error 

Authentic 

Allyship 

Low-Persistence 164 5.01 1.24 0.09 

High-Persistence, no comments 171 5.03 1.29 0.09 

High-Persistence, comments 169 5.30 1.18 0.09 

High-Persistence, comments limited 171 5.03 1.29 0.09 

High-Persistence, comments deleted 171 5.10 1.25 0.09 

Total 846 5.10 1.25 0.04 

Self - Interest Low-Persistence 164 1.24 0.09 4.33 

High-Persistence, no comments 171 1.45 0.11 4.29 

High-Persistence, comments 169 1.31 0.10 4.25 

High-Persistence, comments limited 171 1.32 0.10 4.32 

High-Persistence, comments deleted 170 1.26 0.09 4.38 

Total 845 1.32 0.04 4.43 

Prosocial 

Reasons 

Low-Persistence 164 5.16 0.90 0.07 

High-Persistence, no comments 171 5.24 0.98 0.07 

High-Persistence, comments 169 5.41 0.82 0.06 

High-Persistence, comments limited 171 5.26 0.96 0.07 

High-Persistence, comments deleted 171 5.40 0.90 0.06 

Total 846 5.29 0.92 0.03 

Commitment Low-Persistence 164 5.49 1.31 .102 

High-Persistence, no comments 171 5.54 1.37 .105 

High-Persistence, comments 169 5.79 1.29 .09 

High-Persistence, comments limited 171 5.46 1.35 .10 

High-Persistence, comments deleted 171 5.62 1.20 .09 

Total 846 5.58 1.31 .04 

Spontaneity  Low-Persistence 164 4.57 1.50 0.11 

High-Persistence, no comments 171 4.78 1.59 0.12 

High-Persistence, comments 169 4.91 1.54 0.11 

High-Persistence, comments limited 171 4.73 1.49 0.11 

High-Persistence, comments deleted 171 4.81 1.44 0.11 

Total 846 4.76 1.51 0.05 

 
 

 

Table 2: 

 Descriptive statistics for key dependent variables across all experimental conditions 
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 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Spontaneity Pearson Correlation 1         

Sig. (2-tailed)          

N 846         

Comment 

Deletion 

Pearson Correlation -0.02 1        

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.55         

N 846 846        

Comment 

Restriction 

Pearson Correlation -0.03  0.86** 1       

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.26 <.001        

N 846 846 846       

Persistence Pearson Correlation 0.45** 0.02 0.01 1      

Sig. (2-tailed) <.001 0.39 0.77       

N 846 846 846 847      

Authentic 

Allyship 

Pearson Correlation 0.61** -0.08* -0.11** 0.39** 1     

Sig. (2-tailed) <.001 0.01 <.001 <.001      

N 846 846 846 846 846     

Prosocial 

Reasons 

Pearson Correlation 0.53** -0.03 -0.06 0.34** 0.68** 1    

Sig. (2-tailed) <.001 0.27 .062 <.001 <.001     

N 846 846 846 846 846 846    

Self-Interest Pearson Correlation -0.32** 0.18** 0.18** -0.21** -0.49** -0.34** 1   

Sig. (2-tailed) <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001    

N 845 845 845 845 845 845 845   

Commitmen

t 

Pearson Correlation 0.64** -0.08* -0.09** 0.41** 0.73** 0.68** -0.42** 1  

Sig. (2-tailed) <.001 0.01 0.004 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001   

N 846 846 846 846 846 846 845 846  

Visibility Pearson Correlation 0.38** -0.01 -0.02 0.35** 0.37** 0.32** -0.11** 0.36** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) <.001 0.75 0.39 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001  

N 844 844 844 845 844 844 843 844 845 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3:  

Correlation matrix for key dependent variables 
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Table 4: 

 PROCESS Model 4, M = Persistence  

Path Estimates                                                                             Outcome Variables (Y) 

  Commitment    Spontaneity  

  b (SE)  b (SE)  

Constant  4.37(0.12)** 4.81 (0.14)**  

High Persistence, no comments              -0.27(0.13)*          0.17 (0.15) 

High Persistence, comments  -0.03(0.13)           0.07 (0.15) 

High Persistence, comments limited -0.37(0.13)*           0.25 (0.15) 

High Persistence, comments deleted  -0.22(0.13)          0.10 (0.15) 

Persistence     0.30(0.02)**    -0.37 (0.02)**  

F  38.58  12.31  

R2  0.05 0.05  

                                                                                                             Indirect Effects                                                                                                             

[95% CI] 

High persistence, no comments 

 

 

High persistence, comments 

 

 

High persistence, comments limited 

 

 

High persistence, comments deleted 

  

0.32(0.07) 

[0.18,0.47]  

 

0.33(0.06) 

[0.20,0.47]  

 

0.33(0.06) 

0.20,0.47]  

 

0.33(0.06) 

[0.21,0.49] 

  

-0.39 (0.08)  

[-0.57,-0.23]  

 

-0.41 (0.08)  

[-0.58,-0.25]  

 

-0.41 (0.08)  

[-0.58,-0.25]  

 

-0.43 (0.08)  

[-0.60,-0.27]  

  
Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. Experimental conditions are coded as:  1 = low persistence, 2 = high persistence, no 

comments, 3 = high persistence, comments, 4 = high persistence, comments limited, 5 = high persistence, comments 

deleted. 
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Table 5: 

 PROCESS Model 4,  post hoc analyses, M = Visibility 

Path Estimates                                                                             Outcome Variables (Y) 

  Authentic Allyship  Prosocial Reasons 

for Posting  

Self-Interested 

Reasons for 

Posting 

  b (SE)  b (SE)  b (SE)  

Constant  4.04(0.13)** 4.62(0.10)** -0.02(0.15)** 

High Persistence, comments  0.10(0.12) 0.06(0.09) -0.01(0.14) 

High Persistence, comments limited -0.13(.12) -0.06(0.09) 0.05(0.14) 

High Persistence, comments deleted -0.05(0.12) 0.07(0.09) 0.09(0.14) 

Visibility 0.28(0.02)** 0.18(0.02)** -0.07(0.03)* 

F  24.90 17.86 1.35 

R2  0.12 0.09 0.008 

                                                                                              Indirect Effects                                                                                                                                                            

[95% CI] 

High persistence, comments 

 

 

High persistence, comments limited 

 

 

High persistence, comments deleted  

0.17(0.05) 

[0.07,0.27]  

 

0.13(0.05) 

[0.04,0.24]  

 

0.13(0.05) 

[0.04,0.24]  

  

0.10(0.03) 

[0.04,0.17]  

 

0.08(0.03) 

[0.02,0.15]  

 

0.08(0.03) 

[0.02,0.15]  

  

-0.04(0.02) 

[-0.09,-0.002]  

 

-0.03(0.02) 

[-0.08,-0.008]  

 

-0.03(0.02) 

[-0.08,-0.001]  

 

 

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. Experimental conditions are coded as:  1 = high persistence, no comments, 2= high 

persistence, comments, 3 = high persistence, comments limited, 4 = high persistence, comments deleted. 
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Table 6:  

PROCESS Model 4, M = Comment Deletion 

Path Estimates                                                                             Outcome Variables (Y) 

  Authentic Allyship  Prosocial Reasons 

for Posting  

Self-Interested 

Reasons for 

Posting 

  b (SE)  b (SE)  b (SE)  

Constant  5.78(0.22)** 5.54(0.16)** -3.82(0.23)** 

Comment Factor   -0.001(0.07) 0.03(0.05) -0.12(0.07) 

Comment Deletion -0.14(0.04)* -0.05(0.03) 0.25(0.04)** 

F  5.90 1.45 15.5 

R2  0.03 0.01 0.08 

                                                                                               Indirect Effects                                                                                                                                                            

[95% CI] 

 

Comment Deletion 

  

-0.09(0.03) 

[-0.17,-0.03]  

-0.03(0.02) 

[-0.08,0.01] 

-0.18(0.02) 

[0.01,0.26]  

 

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. Experimental conditions are coded as:  1 = high-persistence-no comments, 2= high-

persistence-comments, 3 = high-persistence-comments limited, 4 = high-persistence-comments deleted. 

 

 
Table 7:  

PROCESS Model 4, M = Comment Restriction  

Path Estimates                                                                             Outcome Variables (Y) 

  Authentic Allyship  Prosocial Reasons 

for Posting  

Self-Interested 

Reasons for 

Posting 

  b (SE)  b (SE)  b (SE)  

Constant  5.88(0.34)** 5.74(0.25)** 4.24(0.36)** 

Comment Factor   -0.12(0.15) -0.11(0.11) -0.18(0.16) 

Comment Restriction -0.09(0.05) -0.02 (0.03) 0.17(0.05)* 

F  3.84 1.55 5.69 

R2  0.02 0.01 0.03 

                                                                                               Indirect Effects                                                                                                                                                            

[95% CI] 

 

Comment Restriction 

  

-0.14(0.07) 

[-0.30,0.01]  

-0.04(0.05) 

-0.15,0.06] 

0.25(0.09) 

[0.07,0.46]  

 

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. Experimental conditions are coded as:  1 = high persistence, no comments, 2= high 

persistence, comments, 3 = high persistence, comments limited, 4 = high-persistence, comments deleted. 
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Table 8:  

PROCESS Model 6, serial mediation, M = Persistence, Commitment 

Path Estimates                                                                             Outcome Variables (Y) 

  Authentic Allyship  Prosocial Reasons 

for Posting  

Self-Interested 

Reasons for 

Posting 

  b (SE)  b (SE)  b (SE)  

Constant  4.37(0.12)** 4.37(0.12)** 4.37(0.12)** 

High Persistence, no comments  -0.27(0.13)* 0.27(0.13)* 0.27(0.13)* 

High Persistence, comments -0.03(0.13) 0.03(0.13)* 0.03(0.13)* 

Hi Persistence, comments limited -0.37(0.13)** -0.37(0.13)** -0.37(0.13)** 

High Persistence, comments deleted -0.22(0.13) -0.22(0.13) -0.22(0.13) 

Persistence 0.30(0.02)** 0.30(0.02)** 0.30(0.02)** 

F  38.58 38.58 38.58 

R2  0.18 0.18 0.18 

Path Estimates     

Constant 1.13(0.13)** 2.53(0.11)** 6.87(0.19)** 

High Persistence, no comments -0.09(0.09) 0.02(0.07) 0.04(0.13) 

High Persistence, comments 0.01(0.09) 0.08(0.07) 0.09(0.13) 

High Persistence, comments limited -0.03(0.09) 0.08(0.07) 0.02(0.13) 

High Persistence, comments deleted  -0.07(0.09) 0.14(0.07) 0.14(0.13) 

Persistence  0.07(0.01)** 0.03(0.01) -0.03(0.02) 

Commitment 0.65(0.02)** 0.45(0.01)** -0.04(0.03)** 

F 170.1 124.33 30.5 

R2  0.54 0.47 0.17 

                                                                                              Indirect Effects                                                                                                                                                            

[95% CI] 

High persistence, no comments 

 

 

High persistence, comments  

 

 

High persistence, comments limited 

 

 

High persistence, comments deleted  

0.21(0.04) 

[0.12,0.30] 

 

0.22(0.04) 

[0.13,0.31] 

 

0.21(0.04) 

[0.13,0.31] 

  

0.23(0.04) 

[0.14,0.33]   

0.14(0.03) 

[0.08,0.21]  

 

0.15(0.03) 

[0.08,0.22]  

 

0.15(0.03) 

[0.09,0.0.22]  

 

0.16(0.03) 

[0.09,0.23]    

-0.12(0.03) 

[-0.19,-0.07]  

 

-0.13(0.02) 

[-0.19,-0.08] 

 

-0.13(0.02) 

[-0.19,-0.08]]  

 

-0.14(0.03) 

[-0.20,-0.08]  

 

 

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. Experimental conditions are coded as:  1 = high persistence, no comments, 2= high-

persistence, comments, 3 = high persistence, comments limited, 4 = high persistence, comments deleted. 
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Appendix B: Sample Stimuli  

 
Table 9:  

Prosocial messages and captions for all conditions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Post Message Caption 

(1) Reminder: Women’s Rights are Human Rights. 

We are all allies.  

(1) I’m always an ally for women. #humanrights 

#womensrights 

(2) #Supportwomensrights. End the wage gap. 

 

(2) Globally women are less paid than men, earning 

77 percent of what men make. Personally, I stand 

for equal for women #womensequality   

 

(3) Did you know? It may take us 131 years to close 

the gender gap. Let’s make it sooner. 

 

(3) #gendergap #women #empowerment  

(4) 50% of women experience sexual violence in 

their lifetimes. Here’s what you can do: 

Be an active bystander 

Be an ally, listen and learn  

Change the culture 

 

(4) Here’s what I’m doing to help prevent sexual 

violence against women. #humanrights 

#womensrights #metoo 

(5) Join the fight for women’s rights. (5) I’m fighting, are you? #womensequality 

#fightforwomen 
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Figure 1: Sample stimuli for low persistence (Stories) condition 
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Figure 2: Sample stimuli for high persistence (Posts), no comments condition 
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Figure 3: Sample stimuli for high persistence (Posts),  comments 
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Figure 4: Sample Stimuli for high persistence (Posts), comments limited 
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Figure 5: Sample stimuli for high persistence (Posts), comments deleted 
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Appendix C: Survey Instruments 

Study Introduction 

We are interested in understanding how you perceive images and comments on Instagram. Once 

you advance to the next screen you will see multiple images that were posted publicly on 

Instagram by various users. Please take a moment to view the user’s profile, post as well as any 

accompanying comments and captions. You will be able to advance to the next screen after you 

read the message.  

 

Induction check  

Persistence– adapted from Monge et al. (2024). 

Measurement: 7-point semantic differential response.   

 

 

For each of these statements, please indicate your answer.  

 

The users shared messages that support women in a way that will last… 

 

1. A short duration of time – A long duration of time 

2. A short amount of time  – A long amount of time 

3. Not a very long amount of time – A very long amount of time 

4. An insubstantial amount of time – A substantial amount of time 
 
Visibility adapted from Monge et al. (2024). 

Measurement: 7-point semantic differential response.   

 

For each of these statements, please indicate your answer.  

 

How many people do you think have the posts you just viewed?  

 

1. Not that many people – Many people  

2. A small amount of people –  A large amount of people  

3. Relatively few people – Relatively many people  

4. Hardly anyone – A lot of people  

 

Outcome Measures  

Dissemination Control – adapted from DeAndrea and Carpenter (2018). 

Measurement: 1 =  strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.  

 

For each of these statements, please indicate your answer.  
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1. The Instagram users controlled what comments appeared on their posts.  

2. Only comments approved by the Instagram users appeared on their posts.  

3. The Instagram users picked what comments were presented on their post.  

4. The Instagram users made sure viewers only saw comments that they wanted viewers to 

see.  

 

5. The Instagram users controlled who could comment on their post.  

6. Only viewers approved by the Instagram users could comment on their posts.  

7. The Instagram users picked who could comment on their posts.  

8. The Instagram users made sure viewers only saw comments from certain people.  

 

 

Authenticity – adapted from Pittman et al. (2022) 

Measurement: 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.  

 

For each of these statements, please indicate your answer: 

 

1. I think the Instagram users who posted are genuine  

2. I think the Instagram users who posted are authentic  

3. The Instagram users who posted seem to care about women’s’ empowerment issues  

4. The Instagram users’ posts seem to be aligned with their core values  

 

Prosocial Reasons for Posting  

 

Measurement: 1 =  strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.  

 

Instructions: Think about the reasons people might post images like the ones you saw on 

Instagram. Please indicate your agreement with the following reasons for why you think people 

posted these images on Instagram. 

 

The men shared these images on Instagram  to…   

 

Information source 

1. Share information about a social cause  

2. Generate awareness about a social cause  

3. Share the experiences of others regarding a social cause  

 

Online mobilization  

1. Mobilize online support for a social cause  

2. Influence others to advocate for change regarding a social cause  

3. Encourage others to share similar content  

 

Opinion Expression  

1. Show solidarity for a social cause  
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2. Influence opinion change regarding a social cause  

3. Engage in conversation about a social cause with others  

 

Self-Interested Reasons for Posting –adapted from Vendemia and DeAndrea (2018) and 

Vendemia et al., (2021)   

  

Measurement: 1 =  strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.  
 

Instructions: Think about the reasons people might post images like the ones you saw on 

Instagram. Please indicate your agreement with the following reasons for why you think people 

posted these images on Instagram. 

  

The men shared these images on Instagram  to…   

   

Social Feedback  

1. gain “likes”/shares/endorsement   

2. get favorable feedback    

3. receive praise from others     

 

Attention-Seeking  

1. get attention    

2. show off    

3. brag   

 

Audience Scale / Reach    

1. gain popularity   

2. grow a following   

3. attract an audience    
 

Spontaneity  

Measurement: Semantic Differential; 1—7  

 

The men shared the photos …  

 

1. Without giving much thought – With careful deliberation  

2. With little effort – With much effort   

3. In the moment – After much thought    

4. With little concern – With great care 

 

Commitment  

 

Measurement: Semantic Differential; 1—7  

 

The men who posted the images are…  
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1. Not dedicated to supporting women– Dedicated to supporting women 

2. Not committed to supporting women – Committed to supporting women 

3. Not truly engaged with supporting women – Truly engaged with supporting women 

 

Other  
 
 

Screeners 

 
Are you 18 years of age or older? 

1. Yes 

2. No 

 

What is your gender identity?  

1. Man  
2. Woman 

3. Non-binary  

4. Other [fill in blank] 
 

Do you use Instagram? 

1. Yes 

2. No 

 

Demographics  

 

Age: _____ 

 

Gender Identity: 

 

1. Man  
2. Woman 

3. Non-binary  

4. Other [fill in blank] 
 

 

Race:   

1. White /Caucasian   
2. Black/ African American  
3. Hispanic/ Latino   
4. Asian/ Asian American  
5. American/ Pacific Islander  
6. American Indian/ Indigenous American  
7. Multiracial  
8. Other 
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