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SELFIE: THE VISUAL COMMUNICATION ON INSTAGRAM

Abstract. Social media sharing has become a strong trend among Kazakhstani women. Selfies are not
merely pictures of oneself but an individual expression of the imagined virtual personality of the person.
They are a means for social media communication, which invites for public recognition, liking and flirting.
The purpose of the research was to explore the selfie as a self-presentation. It focused on the compositional
characteristics of selfies of Kazakhstani women against the basic photographic rules and criteria. The need
and rationale for the research stemmed in the lack of sufficient scientific research on the selfie phenomenon
in Kazakhstan. The research methods the exploratory study employed were a qualitative visual content
analysis with preset descriptors a research literature methodology. The results indicated that the imple-
mentation of the basic rules and principles for a successful selfie such as the Rule of Thirds, Eye-in-Centre
Principle, light, distance, and angle is limited. The value of the research is twofold. First, it contributed to
an understudied scientific field of visual communication with a focus on Kazakhstan. Second, it provided
practical guidelines for taking appealing selfies either for personal use or promotion purposes.

Key words: Instagram selfie, Rule of Thirds, Eye-in-Centre Principle, visual communication, virtual
personality.
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Ceadom: UHcTarpamaarbl BU3yaAAbl HaiAaHbIC

Anparna. CeapumeH 6OAICY Ka3aKCTaHABIK, BMEAAEP apacbiHAA KYLITI ypaicke arnHaaabl. Ceadu
— 6yA >kai faHa cypeT emec. OAap BMPTYaAAbl TYAFaHbIH XKEKe KOPIHICI XkoHe SAEYMETTIK XXeAirepAe
KapbIM-KATbIHAC KypaAbl 6OAbIN Tabbiraabl. OAap KOMwiAiK aAAbIHAQ TaHbIMaA BOAyFa, yHaTYFa XeHe
hAMPTKA LWaKbIpaabl. 3epTTeyAiH MakcaTbl — ceAdUAil Herisri hoTorpausiAbiK, epexkerep MeH eA-
LIEeMAEP asiCbiHAQ Ka3aKCTaHABIK, 8MeAAepAiH CeAMAIH KOMMO3ULMSABIK, CUMAaTTaMaAapbl apKblAbl
©3iH-631 TaHbICTbIPY PETIHAE 3epTTey GOAAbL. JKYpri3iAreH 3epTTeyAiH KaXKeTTIAIN MeH HerisaiAiri —
KasakcTraHaarbl cean heHOMEHIHIH XKETKIAIKTI FbIAbIMM 3€PTTEYAEPIiHIH, XKOKTbIFblHA OaAaHbICTbI.
3epTTey >KYMbIChIHbIH 9AICTEPI — AAAbIH aAa GEpIATEH AECKPUMTOPAAPMEH FbiAbIMU-3epTTeY 9AebueTi-
HiH 8AiCTeMeciMeH BU3yaAAbl Ma3MYHAbI CarnaAbl TaaAay GOAbIN TabblAaabl. HaTuxeAep KepceTkeHAeN,
COTTI CeAM >KacayAblH HEri3ri epexxeAepi MeH KarnAaTTapbl — «YLWiHLWI epexke», «ke3re opTaAblKTa»
KAFMAQTbI, KaPbIK, KALILIKTbIK X8HE GypbILl CEKIAATI epexxeAep WeKTeyAl. 3epTTeyAiH KYHAbIAbIFbI €Ki
ece. bipiHwiaeH, 6ya Kasakcranra Hasap ayaapa OTbIpbIM, BU3YaAAbl KOMMYHMUKALMSIHbIH, XKETKIAIKTI
3epTTeAMEreH FbIAbIMM CaAachiHa biKMaA eTTi. EKiHLIiAEH, XXeke nanaaAaHy YLliH HemMece >KapHaMaAbIK,
MakcaTTa TUIMAI ceAdm xacay TypaAbl NPaKTUKAAbIK, HYCKayAap GepiAreH.

Tyiin ce3aep: MHcTarpam Ceadu, YwiHui epeskeci, ,0pTaAarbl K63 NPUHUMMI, BU3YaAAbI KOMMY-
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Selfie: the Visual Communication on Instagram

BMPTYaAbHOM AMYHOCTU U CPEACTBO OOLLEHUS B COLMAAbHbIX CETSIX. DTO MPUrAallieHre K o6LecTBeH-
HOMY MpM3HaHMIO, Aarikam U AMpTy. Lleab nccaepoBaHMS — M3ydeHMe ceAdM Kak camornpe3eHTaLmm
yepes3 KOMMO3ULIMOHHbIE XapaKTEPUCTUKM CeAdM Ka3axCTAHCKMX >KEeHLUMH B CPABHEHWM C OCHOBHbIMU
npaBnAamMu 1 Kputepusamu cpotorpacpum. Heo6xoAMMOCTb M 060CHOBAHME NPOBOAMMbIX MCCAEAOBAHMIA
00YCAOBAEHbI OTCYTCTBMEM AOCTATOUHbIX HayuYHbIX MCCAEAOBaHUI beHomeHa ceAdu B KasaxcraHe.
MeToaOM mMccaep0BaHUS ObIA KQUeCTBEHHbIN BU3YyaAbHbI aHAAM3 KOHTEHTA C 3aAaHHbIMM XapakTe-
pUCTUKaMM METOAOAOTMM UCCAEAOBATEAbCKOM AMTEpaTypbl. Pe3yAbTaTbl mokasaAu, YTo MpuUMeHeHue
OCHOBHbIX MPaBUA M MPUHLMMOB YCMELHOro ceAdu, Takmx Kak «[1paBuAo TpeTbei», npuHumn «[Aaza
B LlEHTpe», CBET, PACCTOSIHME M YIOA, OrpaHnyeHo. LIeHHOCTb nccaepaoBaHUS MOYKHO paccMaTpuBaTh C
ABYX TOUeK 3peHus. Bo-nepBbIx, MCCA€AOBaHKE BHECAO CBOV BKAQA B HEAOCTAaTOUYHO M3YUEHHYIO HayKy
B 06AACTM BM3YaAbHOW KOMMYHMKALMKM C akLEHTOM Ha KasaxctaH. Bo-BTOpbIX, B HEM coaepykaTcs
npaKkTUyeckne pekoMeHAALMU MO CO3AAHMIO 3PHEKTHOrO CEADU B AMUHBIX MAM PEKAAMHBIX LIEASIX.

KatoueBble caoBa: MHcTarpam-ceadu, «[paBmao TpeTeit», npuHUMn «[Aa3a B LeHTpe», BU3yaAbHble

KOMMYHWKaUWMKN, BUPTYaAbHad AUYHOCTb.

Introduction

Sharing selfies has become a strong trend among
Kazakhstani women. Thanks to Instagram the selfie
has emerged as a new sub-genre of self-portrait in
the twenty-first century. Selfies (self-portraits) have
existed since the early twentieth century. Two of the
most famous self-portraits are of Robert Cornelius
(1839) and Hippolyte Bayard (1840). Nowadays,
most people take pictures, especially selfies, with
their smartphones. It is fast, convenient and easy
to do. Smartphones have a frontal camera which
makes the process straightforward because it al-
lows easy monitoring while taking a selfie. Leading
smartphone brands to have a unique built-in ‘selfie’
features in some of their top models. Thus, the user
can improvise with the selfie by blurring the back-
ground of the selfie to put the focus on the face or
making the skin look smooth, clean and shiny. Some
smartphones features allow for making eyes more
prominent, cheeks smaller and face thinner. All these
features help create an improved image of one’s self.
Instagram itself has many different ‘selfie’ features,
like ‘chromatic delay’, ‘golden glitter’, or ‘bubbles’.
There are applications which engage users in online
entertainment. Snapchat, for instance, allows for
adding bunny’s ears, glasses, or wrinkles.

Over the past several years, social network sites,
such as Instagram, have experienced a drastic rise
in popularity globally and Kazakhstan, in particu-
lar. Selfies are the holy grail of social media (Finan-
cial Times, 2015). Instagram opened new ways for
communication, socialisation, and marketing for
both celebrities and ordinary people. In Kazakhstan,
People use the social network for different reasons.
Some search for needed information about products
or services. Many companies use Instagram to raise
awareness about themselves or their products. Ka-
zakhstani women, as a specific example, use Insta-
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gram to share their daily life: what they do, where
they go, travel, even what they eat and buy. Thus,
by taking selfies and posting them in their profiles,
they, in a way, promote themselves. The popular-
ity of the social network site is an indicator of suc-
cess and popularity. Online social life engagement
helps to generate a significant number of followers.
For example, Gennadiy Golovkin has 3.5 million
followers (@gggboxing); 3.9 million people fol-
low the singer Kairat Nurtas (@kair_n). The media
person, Bayan Alaguzova, has 3.5 million follow-
ers (@bayanmaxatkyzy). Non-celebrities (ordinary
people) also have their number of followers, par-
ticularly women.

Social networks drastically influenced the indi-
viduals’ obsession with their digital self (Athique,
2013). The selfie has become a socially mediated
infotainment communication act incorporating aes-
thetics and symmetry. This thesis motivated the
research problem of the selfie as visual communi-
cation. For such communication to be effective, a
user should take a selfie following some principles
or rules. Selfies can be very different, taken with dif-
ferent cameras, angles, and light conditions.

Nevertheless, most successful selfies, being part
of photography art, have some rules, which make
them liked more than others. Thus, the research
starting point was the professional photography ap-
proaches, namely the Rule of Thirds and the Eye-
in-Center Principle. They were selected because the
selfie, as a product, falls into the photography pro-
duction and culture.

The overarching research purpose was to ex-
plore the selfie as a self-presentation through the
compositional characteristics of selfies of Kazakh-
stani women. The need and rationale for the current
research was the lack of sufficient scientific research
on the selfie phenomenon in Kazakhstani. Therefore,
the research focused on the compositional aspects of
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the selfies as well as the motives for sharing one’s
life online. The researchers asked two research
questions To explore the selfie phenomenon.

What compositional rules and criteria do
Kazakhstani female Instagram users implement in
selfie-taking?

What motivates taking and posting selfies on
Instagram?

The answer to the first question shed light on
the extent to which Kazakhstani women follow any
photographic rules when taking their selfies. The
answer to the second question indicated the most
common drivers behind sharing selfies.

Literature review

The Emergence of the Selfie

The selfie appeared on January 27, 2011, when
Instagram allowed individuals to use hashtags. A
selfie has become a new medium for self-expression
and self-representation. It is “an embodied and re-
articulated sociotechnical act that shapes constitute
and imagines the self(i.e.). In other words, [...] the
selfie re-turns us to imagined and live(d) self that
blurs the image and imagining processes and tells us
not about intentional authoring, but a deeper desire
and ambiguity for and of identity performance in a
social media era.” (Gémez & Thornham, 2015, p.
7) Stiegler (2015) described the selfie as a digital
self-portrait of a single user or a group of people.
It is a snapshot of a moment and capturing these
moments has become a fixed part of the daily life
in social media culture. There has been a significant
rise in the uploading of selfies onto social media
platforms. “1,000 selfies are posted on Instagram
every second.” (Galuppo, 2017) Thirty years before
the emergence of the selfie, the art historian Jean-
Frangois Chevrier talked about the explosion of
the selfie-mania: “The most intimate place for
narcissistic contemplation, the room with the mirror
[...] becomes in this context the most common of
places, where every distinction of the self is in the
end abolished” (Chevrier 1986, p. 10).

Photos vs selfies

Selfieisnotonly aphotographicimagerecognised
as a self-portrait, which bears a formal resemblance
to numerous canonical photographic self-portraits
from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Instead,
the selfie is a product of a networked camera. The
significant attributes of a selfie include its instant
share via Instagram or other SM (Rawlings 2013)
and connected data (managed automatically such as
geo-locations, used and connected by individuals
such as hashtags, or appearing after that such as
the comments, “likes,” and re-sharing by other
individuals). One of the main aspects of selfies is

publicity on social media. People do not make it for
their personal use and consideration. By posting their
selfies, Instagram users construct their identities
and at the same time, express their belonging to a
specific community. Therefore, making selfie is both
a private and a public act.

Instagram

Instagram is a photo- and video-sharing social
network site created in 2010 as a mobile phone
application to fully use and benefit of front-camera
and rear-camera build in phones (Ting, Ming, de
Run, & Choo, 2015). Every image in this social
media goes with several characteristics like text,
caption, likes, and comments, save and options for
image sharing within the network, and externally to
other social media such as Facebook, Twitter. Users
have a visual timeline of images, which he or she
creates by him or herself. It can be incoherent by
design because users share different moments, and
they do not think about the overall timeline, except
those bloggers or trendsetters who have specially
created a plan for the timeline. Instagram has a
hashtag option to help individuals find both photos
and videos of each other. When posting an image,
Instagram suggests individuals make specific and
relevant hashtags, rather than tagging generic words
like “photo”. Instagram has also got a “stories”
option, which allows users to upload photos and
videos to their 24-hour feed. Since January 2019,
the stories option is being used by 500 million users
daily. As to selfies, there are about 391,193,700 posts
with ‘selfie” hashtags in a today (Hutchinson, 2019).

Methodology

Research methods. The exploratory study
employed qualitative visual content analysis with
preset descriptors for answering RQI1. Visual
analysis is a critical step in evaluating a picture
and understanding its meaning. “Visual analytics
research is highly interdisciplinary and combines
various related research areas such as visualization,
data mining, data management, data fusion, statistics
and cognition science (among others).” (Keim et al.,
2008, p. 156). It is vital to take into consideration the
technical quality of the image, textual information
transmitted with the image, and the image source.
“Visual content analysis is the process of deriving
meaningful descriptors for image and video data.”
(Worring & Snoek, 2009).

The second research method employed to
answer RQ2 was a research literature methodology.
This method offers an indirect route to analyzing
an object of research. However, with literature
research, a researcher collects empirical data from
reliable scientific sources. “The research literature
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methodology a process of rigorous reading through,
critical reflecting on, and sorting of various sources
of scientific value with the aim to identify essential
attributes of the topic under research.” (Filipov,
2019). This research strategy facilitated a different
analytical perspective on the selfie as an object of the
research compared to other approaches implemented
in the analysis of photo content. Most of the research
on the selfie phenomenon used research methods
such as interviews, questionnaires, psychological
tests, focusing on the personal argumentation of
selfie practices.

Sample. The research collected a purposive
sample of 30 selfies of thirty Kazakhstani female
Instagram users, aged 24-36. Each selfie had to have
at least 20 likes. The sample consisted of both public
and private Instagram accounts. The procedure
included contacting thirty private accounts to ask
their permission to use a selfie of theirs for the needs
of the research. Only after the private account owner
granted written permission, a selfie was included in
the study pool. Total twenty-two users granted the
researchers permission in writing and a successful
selfie of theirs (according to their evaluation). The
researchers gave no instructions for selecting the
provided selfies. The rest eight selfies researchers
took from the public accounts of bloggers and
influencers published on 5" May 2019. After that,
the researchers developed two selfies, which served
as benchmarks against, which the thirty sampled
selfies were analyzed. The first benchmark selfie
employed the Rule of Thirds. The second one was
taken with the Eye-in-Centre Principle.

The Rule of Thirds (RoT) is a well-known
photographyprinciplethatisused byall professionals.
It provides essential guidelines for achieving overall
balance and highlighting image elements (Peterson,
2003). Most cameras and smartphone cameras have

an option to view “gridlines”. These lines break
an image down into equally sized rectangles so
that there are nine sections. The rule states that the
user should place points of interest (for example,
eyes) in the intersections of the horizontal and
vertical axis. Such composition makes a photo
more balanced, with more tension and energy in it.
There are researches, which argue that a viewer’s
eyes naturally go to specific points of interest in an
image, but it is not the centre. The Rule of Thirds is
an essential, easy-to-use and immediate technique,
which perfectly fits with selfie-taking.

The Eye-in-Center Principle (EiCP) is also a
basic and easy to use rule implemented in modern
photography. A selfie-taker place one of their eyes
on the horizontal line, which splits an image in
half (Bruno, Gabriele, Tasso & Bertamini, 2014). It
does not matter which of the eyes shall be centred.
What matters is, the eye should not be shaded. The
Eye-in-Center Principle is used in famous portraits
(da Vinci’s Mona Lisa), and photographs (Steve
McCurry’s Afghan Girl) might be not the most
popular rule, but it is a significant one. The Principle
provides for creating a vivid and appealing piece of
art, which people can use to take their selfies.

The researchers conducted the data analysis
against the rules visible in the selfies. However,
the researchers added three additional descriptors:
distance (arm’s length or selfie stick); angle, and
light conditions in the selfie. The researchers divided
all 30 selfies into three different groups: group 1 —
Selfies following rules and criteria; group 2 — Selfies
following a particular rule and criteria; group 3 —
Selfies not following rules and criteria.

Results and findings

ROI. What compositional rules and cri-
teria do Kazakhstani female Instagram users imple-
ment in selfie-taking?

0%
60%
0%
0%
0%
20%
10%

0 Selfies following rules and

criteria
u Group 17%

Groups of seifles according io the use of RoT, EICP, distance, angle, and light

Selfies following certain rule
and criteria

Selfies mot following rules and
criteria
63% 20%

Figure 1. Groups of selfies
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Rules and criteria
100.00%
90.00%
30.00%
70.00%
60.00%
50.00%
4000%
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0.00% " —
Rueof Thirds DO oy condifons  DBICA oy ofs slfe
Principle = selfie :
BRulesand criteria~~ 67.00% 17.00% 67.00% 9000% 2700%
Figure 2

The predominant part 63% (n=19) of the Ka-
zakhstani female Instagram users implement to a
certain extent some of the criteria for an attractive
selfie. Some of the selfies did follow either the Rule
of Thirds or the Eye-in-Centre Principle. However,
they failed with the angle, light, or the distance or
vice versa. Seventeen per cent (n=5) considered
both the Rules and the criteria when taking their
selfies. Four of these selfies were of public accounts
of bloggers and influencers, and one was of a private
one. There were 20% (n=6) selfies taken without
any consideration of any of the basic rules, namely
RoT and EiCP. The Instagram users, who took their
selfies, hardly considered the other vital factors such
as angle, light, and distance.

Two criteria — distance and light conditions and
one rule — the Rule of Thirds were most present in
all the selfies, which partially of fully implemented
the rules and criteria for an appealing selfie. It was
90% (n=27) of the selfies in which the person took
care to eliminate the monkey-face effect.

The light conditions in 67% (n=20) of the selfies
were carefully selected. Therefore the selfies were
bright, and the focus objects were visible. The same
percentage of the selfies (63%) employed the Rule
of Thirds Rule. Thus the selfies had composition-
al balance and highlighted the object of interest in
them. The least considered rule and criterion were
the Eye-in-Centre Principle and the angle. The re-
sult was lower dynamics and expressiveness of the
selfies.

To sum up, the sampled selfies demonstrated
partial use of the two basic photographic rules. The
most visible criteria distance and light were highly
taken into consideration, whereas the angle was the
least considered one.

RQ2. What motivates taking and posting selfies
on Instagram?

The motivators for taking and most importantly
sharing a selfie root in the human needs for
attention-seeking, communication, archiving, and
entertainment (Sung, Lee, Kim, & Choi, 2016), self-
presentation, attention-seeking, communication,
archiving time, entertainment, habit, escape, and
status-seeking (Barry, Doucette, Loflin, Rivera-
Hudson, & Herrington, 2015; Kearney, 2018).
Pounders et al. (2016) argued that participants were
intended to share selfies to boost their self-esteem,
which may occur through the number of likes
the photograph receives. Not getting a sufficient
number of likes or comments on a post may badly
influence on users’ feelings (Porch, 2015) and low
self-esteem (Scissors et al., 2016). Curiously, girls
(compared to boys) cared more about receiving
likes than comments on SM and paid close attention
to the number of likes they received (Chua &
Chang, 2016). Female images get more comments
(Mendelson & Papacharissi, 2010) and feedback
connected with appearance (de Vries, Peter, de
Graaf, & Nikken, 2016) compared to males.

A second motivator for selfie sharing is one’s
virtual identity. A selfie tells followers ‘look at
me’ (Stiegler, 2015) in a public sphere with the
purpose to get attention and to further produce
oneself as an object in a pleasing and action
provoking way. Virtual identity is becoming a
vital and integral part of today’s’ life. People get
acquainted, communicate, date, work, and live
a full life online. It is essential to have the right
profile to make the right impression. As researchers
observed, the exchange of textual information on
the web is decreasing, whereas the circulation of
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visual images, made and used easier due to mobile
phones getting equipped with cameras, is on the
rise. The growth in the significance of visual means
for virtual communication relates to the increasing
preference of Instagram as such a medium. Some
studies argue that before photography’s primary
function of the ‘analogue era’ was memory
preservation. However, today, it is no longer the
case. Nowadays, its primary duty is to communicate
as well as to create an imagined personality (Garry
& Gerrie, 2005). Selfies continue to be one of the
most popular methods of digital communication.
Some authors defined the selfie “a symptom
of social media-driven narcissism,” (Pearlman
2013), a “new way [...] of communicating with
one another through images” (Rawlings 2013),
“the masturbation of self-image” (Marche 2013), a
“virtual ‘mini-me’” (Clark 2013), and etc.

Discussion

Selfies are means of self-expression, creation of
a positive image, an instrument of promoting one’s
self, a need love and attention, and a way to express
belonging to a particular community (Cep, 2013;
Leary 2013). Therefore, knowing how to implement
these photographic rules and criteria for effective
communicative action is of high importance.
Selfies are not merely pictures of oneself. They are
the individual expression of the imagined virtual
personality. They invite for public recognition,
liking and flirting. Likes of a selfie feed the insatiable
hunger of one’s ego. With such high stakes, the
Kazakhstani women have to know how to take
successful selfies by applying the Rule of Thirds,

Eye-in-Centre Principle; to carefully consider the
light conditions, various angles of taking a selfie
at the proper distance. The results of the research
indicated that the implementation of these rules and
criteria remains limited.

Selfies made at an arm’s length, or selfie-stick
distance makes a face look beautiful. The closer the
arm holding the phone, the more the face in the selfie
gets distorted. It looks a little bit convex, with a big
nose — the monkey-face effect. The angle of taking
a selfie is also essential. Selfies taken from above
is a better approach because the face looks thinner
and smaller, and eliminates the double chin. Light
settings are essential for a successful selfie, which
help avoid washed-out and gloomy results of over-
and under-exposed selfies, respectively. The Rule
of Thirds delivers symmetry and professional looks
to a selfie. However, the Eye-in-Centre Principle
creates the sense of the following eyes. Thus it keeps
the attention to the selfie longer in comparison to
other principles. Failing to consider these basic rules
and criteria can have painful effects on the most
vulnerable part of the Self — the ego.

Conclusion

The research opened many lines for further
research. Some of the directions lead to the powerful
visual effects selfies have on the customers when
conducting SMM promotions. What are the
psychological and emotional impacts of likes/
dislikes of Instagram users’ selfies? How to conduct
effective visual communication in the age of
Instagram?
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