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ABSTRACT
The American Indian and Alaska Native (AIAN) community stands
poised to take control of their cultural imagery and image-power
through image-heavy social media platforms. Extant research demon-
strates the high level of use of social media in AIAN communities,
creating the opportunity to overcome negative representation by
mass media in the past. However, despite evidence of social media
use for cultural preservation, little is known about the exact ways
in which image-power is managed. This exploratory study seeks
to illuminate the ways in which advocates are presenting imagery,
using a qualitative image analysis of advocates’ Instagram posts.
Using an Activity Theory framework, particularly the construct of
division of labor, we identify a novel taxonomy of imagery cate-
gories and advocate roles. The roles, namely Informing, Rallying,
Identifying, and Interacting, contribute to our understanding of the
relationship between AIAN advocates and imagery, and the mediat-
ing effects image-heavy social media platforms and advocate roles
have on this relationship. Our findings also contribute to scholar-
ship applying Activity Theory in the study of online communities.
In particular, our findings delineate roles among material sharers
within the construct of Division of Labor.
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1 INTRODUCTION
The American Indian and Alaska Native (AIAN) community in the
United States occupy a unique space in the broader cultural context:
that of sovereign nations existing within the borders of a larger
sovereign nation. The process by which independent sovereign
nation-states came to exist within the bounds of separate larger
governance structures has shaped the cultural character of the
AIAN community. Colonialization as both implicit and explicit U.S.
Federal Government (USFG) policy has compromised the integrity
of AIAN cultural control.

As the AIAN community attempts to wrestle control of its own
narrative destiny from external forces, social media has the potential
to play a vital role in shaping visual identity. This exploratory study
seeks to examine the way the AIAN community’s advocates are
utilizing image-heavy social media platforms to contribute towards
shaping this identity.

“Advocates” have been defined within this study as individual
actors who display lobbying behaviors on behalf of an identified
community or social group, from outside the auspices or guidance
of an established organization. This independence distinguishes
advocates from organizations, who also lobby on behalf of various
communities or social groups, but do so with an eye towards profes-
sional norms. In contrast, individual advocates are not beholden to
these constraints, and it stands to reason that they are more likely
to express opinions and critical perspectives openly.

The findings contribute to the broader scholarship on the rela-
tionship between social media, culture, and social development. In
particular, this work identifies ways in which advocates use imagery
in social media ostensibly contributing to their community’s own
cultural representation. From a broader perspective, our findings
also highlight the nature of the affordances that image-heavy so-
cial media platforms have in potentially mediating the relationship
between advocates and cultural identity via image-power.

The structure of the paper is as follows. We begin with a back-
ground section where we discuss AIAN internet and social media
use, the concept of ‘image-power’, and the positioning of advo-
cates vis-a-vis individuals and organizations. Next, in the section
on theoretical perspectives, we discuss Activity Theory and present
our research questions. We then present our methods and findings.
This is followed by a discussion section, which revisits the research
questions, presenting theoretical and social implications. We end
the paper with conclusions.

https://doi.org/10.1145/3136560.3136581
https://doi.org/10.1145/3136560.3136581
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2 BACKGROUND
2.1 The AIAN Community and Media
Misrepresentation of AIAN culture throughout the history of the
United States ranges from the arguably benign to explicitly harmful.
There are many noteworthy examples of media misrepresentation,
including in otherwise reputable or well-meaning sources.

An example as reported by Alia [1] highlighted the grotesque
caricature in the British news publication The Telegraph of the hunt-
ing practices of the Uluqsaqtuuq community of Canada, painting
them as self-interested savages “gathering food only for himself
and his family”. While this generated a harsh response from the
community, a rebuttal sent to The Telegraph by representatives of
the Holman community was never published.

Another example involved the findings from a study of alcohol
consumption on Inupiat Natives of Barrows, Alaska. These findings
were inadvertently leaked to the mass media, and subsequently
sensationalized, ultimately compromising economic development
in the city. Thus, misrepresentation of AIAN culture in the mass
media can have not only serious ethical consequences, but also
economic ones [4, 15, 23, 56].

In addition to the multiple consequences, there are multiple
sources through which misrepresentation occurs, including adver-
tising, product logos, and movie roles [38]. Many of these portrayals
are based on stereotyped and overgeneralized notions of Native
American identity [22, 31]. These are further compounded by the
community’s invisibility: the general lack of contemporary native
American perspectives in regards to portrayals of their cultural
identity [31].

2.2 Colonization and the Origins of AIAN
Misrepresentation

To properly contextualize the socio-cultural environment that has
supported a history of misrepresentation, due credence must be
given to the long-term effects of colonization by western cultures
over AIAN tribal groups in North America. The initial policy of as-
similation implemented by the U.S. Federal Government (USFG) had
significant, long-term effects, irreparably damaging the integrity
and continuity of AIAN cultures from its time of inception in the
second half of the 1800s [26]. The Indian Reorganization Act (IRA)
of 1934 marked an official turning point in USFG-Tribal relations,
marking an ostensible pivot in USFG policy in regards to Native
American tribes, seeking to undo the previous policy of assimilation
by promoting the independent sovereignty of and capability for
self-governance lost in the previous centuries [30, 37]. While the
goal of the IRA appeared honorable, its exercise was anything but:
it behaved as a means of tacit control via enforcing governance
structures that homogenized the multiple diverse AIAN cultures [6]
as well as the cruel and demeaning process of tribal incorporation
through becoming ”federally recognized” by the USFG [41]. This
has resulted in a relegation of AIAN people to the fringes of society
[26], presenting structural obstacles to engagement in their own
representation through ”mainstream means”.

A partial filling of the void of AIAN representation has been
that of cultural outsiders (e.g. journalists and scholars from hege-
monic western societies), with varying intentions. However, as

postcolonial scholar Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak [48] pointed out,
this second-hand nature is an inherent limitation to the depth of
analysis a cultural outsider to a marginalized community can bring,
regardless of intention. The translation of cultural portrayals of a
group by an external observer cannot capture the entirety of their
experiences, and so the risk of misrepresenting those experiences is
significant [48]. While the development of ”indigenous media” has
sought to provide an avenue for indigenous sources to shape their
own representation and push back against cultural domination, its
influence has largely been relegated to low budget and small-scale
efforts [17, 18]. Digital platforms, social media in particular, as an
alternative avenue towards engagement with representation stand
poised to offer a direct means of media propagation for the AIAN
community.

2.3 Increasing AIAN Engagement in Digital
Communities

While the AIAN community has lagged behind the general U.S. pop-
ulation in terms of internet connectivity [7, 14], strides have been
made in recent years to overcome this digital divide. For instance,
the Tribal Digital Village project has been expanding broadband
connectivity to AIAN tribes in Southern California reservations
who have long been ignored by larger telecommunications compa-
nies [53–55]. As AIAN communities become more connected, they
will continue to engage the online social media ecosystem, and
likewise continue to express aspects of their own representation
and image. The ways that AIAN culture are represented in the
media have been found to have significant effects on AIAN self-
conceptualization and and self-stereotyping [31], so engagement
with the online social media ecosystem represents an avenue by
which the community is offsetting uninformed portrayals.

2.4 Image-Power and Social Media
Social media use by marginalized communities has been exam-
ined previously [32], and examination of the AIAN community has
identified them as significant users of social media [39, 45, 53]. In
particular Molyneaux et al. [39] has found that social networking
sites are the most common daily communication medium, and that
a majority of social media users in the AIAN community used social
media as a means of preserving culture. However, their approach
utilizing a survey methodology to illustrate social media engage-
ment stands in contrast to the qualitative methodology employed
here, which seeks to illustrate in greater detail how AIAN culture
is expressed through social media.

The possibility for “new” media to play a role in community
development and cultural strengthening through information re-
sources and communication has been posited by social network
theorists in regards to indigenous communities [49]. Examples of
how social media platforms, as a type of new media, can support
cultural development have examined Twitter [33, 34] and Insta-
gram [35]. While questions still exist as to the exact nature of the
relationship between culture “in-situ” and culture as expressed via
new/social media [49], it is being utilized as a means of content
production and sharing by the AIAN community [1].
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The notion of ‘image-power’ was defined by [13] as an organiza-
tion’s “self-conscious, self-reflective management of public percep-
tion and the concomitant shaping of patron and audience identities”
[35]. Imagery, depicted in photographs, graphics, gifs, and video, is
the primary means by which image-power is shaped, through the
strategic usage of depiction to push forward and promote a visual
identity. Thus, image-power speaks to sub-conscious perceptions
about an entity, the visual representation of a group or individual
imprinted upon one’s impressions.

Image-intensive social media platforms such as Instagram pro-
vide a powerful tool by which organizations can shape image-power
through the strategic sharing of goal-oriented imagery [35]. We
characterize Instagram as ‘image-heavy’ to call out its unique at-
tributes as a social media platform [16, 35]. The concept of ‘platform
vernacular’ speaks to unique genres of communication that emerge
as a result of the affordances and the practices they elicit [16]. The
concept encapsulates the effects a platform’s affordances have on
communication practices, and have been explored across various
social media, including Instagram [16], Facebook [32], Twitter [33]
and in general [42]. Thus, Instagram is seen as an image-focused
platform with only rudimentary communication affordances, dis-
tinguishing it from other social media platforms (e.g. Facebook,
Twitter, Linkedin) as a result of its interface design and integration
with Information and Communication Technology (ICT) devices,
possessing its own unique platform vernacular.

Organization based studies have focused on the use of social
media for community engagement purposes [24, 33–35], the moti-
vations for adoption [9], and the relation between platform affor-
dances and organization specific tasks [42, 52]. While this body of
scholarship has found significant potential and variation among or-
ganizational uses and platform preferences based on organizational
goals and platform affordances, a parallel body of literature has fo-
cused on the individual uses of social media. Roughly, the individual
level correlate of image-power is the use of social media for estab-
lishing social or personal identity [3, 10, 47], or self-presentation
[19, 27, 36, 43, 44, 50, 51]. Generally, imagery on social media has
been found to be an important aspect of self-expression and rep-
resentation [27, 36, 44, 50]. Thus, there are two broad bodies of
scholarship within the social media literature, focusing on organi-
zational uses and individual aspects of social media use. The use of
imagery as an important aspect of self-expression and representa-
tion has also been previously examined within these two bodies of
scholarship.

2.5 Advocates on Social Media
In this study, the focus on advocates that are disconnected from
each other in terms of direct contact, but nonetheless share similar
goals relative to a community firmly situates this analysis of social
media use between the scholarship focusing on individual and
organizational contexts. The idea of individual advocates’ usage
of social media to further collective goals outside the auspices of
identifiable organizational contexts has been explored previously in
regards to the democracy advocates who played an essential role in
the Arab Spring of the early 2010s [25]. This study seeks to explore
further this notion of individual advocates, focusing on advocates
as neither purely independent in action and divorced from social

context, nor focused purely on organizational control and managed
behavior. Thus, this study contributes to the broader scholarship on
social media by contributing to a study of a group that has largely
fallen between these two distinct bodies of scholarship.

Extending the notion of image-power outside that of identifiable
organizations to individual advocates who act outside the bounds
of a given organization but nonetheless share a broader cultural
perspective yields a different view of the relationship between im-
age sharing and image-power. While individual advocates for a
particular community do not themselves constitute a single, unified
organization, the production and sharing of imagery likewise has a
shaping voice, contributing to the socio-cultural milieu that helps
define the community’s contemporary and historical cultural iden-
tity. The notion of image-power thus takes on a slightly adapted
form from this context: one of shared perspective via a cacophony
of voices, as distinct from the singular, regulated, filtered, and con-
trolled voice of a unified organization’s interactions with the social
media ecosystem.

Additionally, while the relationship between image-power and
cultural identity via image-heavy social media platforms has been
explored in the literature, this exploratory study seeks to contribute
to this body of scholarship by extending the understanding of this
relationship to individual advocates of a community, as well as the
AIAN community itself. Furthermore, the nature of image-heavy
social media platforms was explored by analyzing the shape and
form of content shared via the platform itself.

3 THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE
Activity Theory frames technological artifacts in a way that takes
into account the variegated conditions and factors governing its
usage, including the nature of the users of the technology as well
as the aspects of the world that the technology is interacting with
[5]. Activity Theory therefore captures the mediating role that
technology plays in the interaction between humans and the world
[5, 40]. Tools that serve as mediating this relationship can transmit
cultural knowledge [28]. Social media platforms can thus be framed
as mediating the relationship between various advocates and the
notion of image-power, serving as the tool through which these
actors shape a shared cultural identity.

Engeström’s model of Activity Theory captures social aspects of
this activity explicitly, in addition to the mediating role instruments
and technology play between subjects and the world. (see Figure 1)
[11, 12, 29].

Shaping image-power as an activity system (thereby framing
the activity within this model) motivates an examination of AIAN
advocates and the activity of image-sharing with the intention of
influencing image-power. The way that various components of
Engeströ model of Activity Theory are mapped to by aspects of
social media platform based activities such as this are in need of
explication.

The focus of this study aims to illuminate this mapping. In par-
ticular, while the subject (AIAN advocates), object → outcome
(‘image-power’), instrument (image-heavy social media platforms
e.g. Instagram), rules (social/cultural norms), and community (social
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Figure 1: Engeström’s model of Activity Theory

media community, AIAN community, individual advocate commu-
nity) can be examined to varying degrees (and indeed should moti-
vate further scholarship), division of labor as an emergent property
of advocates interacting loosely and asynchronously to influence a
shared or similar notion of image identity is one that can be exam-
ined through a categorization of imagery shared by advocates. In a
previous study, Baran and Cagiltay [2] identify division of labor in
an online educational community, and note the emergent nature
of voluntary participation in that community. This previous study
identified three roles: discussants, material sharers, and lurkers. Our
study focuses on the material sharer role. The resulting analysis
of advocates’ relative reliance on these types of imagery generates
a set of roles roughly analogous to the way division of labor is
conceptualized within an organizational context.

Framing social media as an activity system has previously been
explored in regards to educational contexts, illuminating the ways
roles as a division of labor can be defined in these systems [21].
What is illustrative of these conceptions of roles within social media
activity systems is that, while division of labor can be explicitly iden-
tified in a top-down manner e.g. lecturers and students [20], roles
can also be identified based on “objectives for using the web-based
spaces” [21]. Our treatment of roles as an emergent characteristic
of loose interactions and asynchronous interactions is an example
of this latter form of role definition.

Additionally, illuminating the roles as an emergent division of
labor can shed light on the notions of community existingwithin the
Instagram platform, especially when contextualizing the advocate
roles based on shared or similar objectives [11, 12, 21].

The research questions for this study are as follows:
RQ1 What “categories” of imagery are AIAN advocates sharing?
RQ2What types of “roles” do AIAN advocates play in contributing
cultural content?
RQ3 How are AIAN advocates shaping image power through the
sharing of imagery?

4 METHODS
As Wyche et al. [57] points out, qualitative studies focusing on
voices expressing a marginalized community’s view require a re-
flexive examination of the researcher’s relationship in regards to

the broader socio-cultural context. In accordance with this prin-
ciple, the authors will self-disclose their backgrounds. One of the
co-authors and the primary coder is a male academic of Filipino
descent and was raised in a North American society in an English-
speaking household. The other co-author is a Caucasian female
academic who was likewise raised in a North American society in
an English-speaking household. The primary coder of this study
was conditioned by his cultural upbringing in the United States,
as well as the awareness of the effects of colonization through his
parents as ethnically Filipino and subjected to Spanish colonial
control. Additionally, the primary coder is a regular user of social
media platforms.

Both co-authors are conducting research with the AIAN commu-
nity as part of their broad research agendas focusing on social and
individual level effects of technological penetration, adoption, and
usage, including research engagements on reservations, and as a re-
sult have a degree of familiarity with the AIAN community and its
perspective. This fact notwithstanding, neither author would claim
to be able to speak for the community itself, or understand their
perspectives directly. Thus, the authors are well aware of the short-
comings they have in terms of their abilities to translate perfectly
the cultural content sourced from the community. Accordingly, the
goal of this study is to analyze the presentation of imagery on so-
cial media from AIAN focused sources, as opposed to focusing on
the cultural interpretation of the content itself. As the content is
intended to ‘represent’ to a wide audience, our analysis reflects an
interpretation from our external yet informed perspective.

This exploratory study utilized two phases: first a qualitative
coding analysis of images shared through Instagram by selected
AIAN advocates was conducted. Once base level categories were
identified, broader relationships connecting these categories were
created, generating a novel set of supercategories which in turn pro-
duced a hierarchical coding scheme. These broader supercategories
formed the basis for a taxonomy of “roles” that advocates take on
in interacting with image-power through Instagram, which were
then examined in regards to how the advocate sample matched
with each role profile as defined by the types of images they shared.
Thus, an analysis of the contribution to the shaping of image-power
is offered via an examination of imagery shared by advocates as
well as the roles they espouse.

4.1 Sampling
The sampling frame for AIAN advocate profiles to serve as cases in
the study was generated via searches of Instagram content through
keywords and phrases that were identified through a brainstorming
process. The search terms used to identify advocates were:

• “american indian”, “americanindian”
• “native american”, “nativeamerican”
• “native american culture”
• “indian country”, “indiancountry”
• “indigenous”
• “alaska native”, “alaskanative”
• “native alaskan”, “nativealaskan”

This initial searching procedure identified 29 advocate profiles,
which were then filtered based on a set of criteria defined by the
researcher for the purpose of this study:
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(1) Must be an individual advocate (i.e. no organizations). Or-
ganizations were identified as having a link in their profile
to an external organizational website.

(2) Must share imagery of cultural content.
(3) Must have had a publicly viewable account at the time of

coding.
(4) Must have followers (all selected members of the sample

had at least 100 followers at the time of the study)
(5) Must have posts (all selected accounts in the sample had

at least 30 posts at the time of the study).

Implementing this criterion identified 7 profiles to serve as cases
in this study. Additionally, the content of a single organizational
profile was coded for the purpose of comparison, but not included
in the overall analysis.

The image sample drawn from each profile consisted of the first
30 images shared on or before February 5th, 2017 when coding
began. Temporal features of posting habits (e.g. frequency of posts)
varied from advocate to advocate, with some posting many images
per daywhile others would forgo posting for fairly extended periods
of time, such as a fewmonths. Frequency of posting was not tracked
for this study, as the goal was to capture a broad characterization
of each profile as opposed to offer a time-dependent analysis of
content.

4.2 Content Analysis
4.2.1 Data Generation. “Process coding” is a coding framework

that focuses on using “gerunds (“-ing” words) exclusively to connote
action in the data” [8] (as cited in [46]). Interpreting the intention
of an image shared through Instagram through process coding was
utilized by [35] to analyze the use of image-heavy social media
by non-profit organizations. Process coding points strongly to a
focus on action in the coding scheme, so process coding is a natural
fit for an Activity Theory analysis of actors within the Instagram
social media domain. Additionally, process coding can be used in
conjunction with standard initial coding and axial coding practices,
allowing for conceptual refinement to occur in an iterative manner
[46].

Coding of imagery was done through the websta.me interface, as
the native Instagram interface is not as conducive towards analysis
by comparison. The websta.me interface allowed the researcher to
use various gallery views of profiles, as well as save content for
offline storage and analysis.

While Instagram content is largely static, a portion of the data
set was moving images i.e. videos (8%). In these cases, coding of
the video was done holistically, seeking to broadly conceptualize
its nature in regards to the coding scheme. Thus, while a video
is literally a sequence of many different images, coding of such
examples hinged on interpreting the broad goal of the videos con-
tent, as displayed through the contained imagery. Additionally, a
fair amount of the Instagram images contained significant textual
content within the imagery itself (51% of imagery in the sample
had this characteristic), in many cases providing context that de-
fined the categorization of that image. For example, paintings of
Native American historical figures would be overlayed with text of
quotations or claims of ancestry. Moving imagery examples such

as trailers very overtly displayed textual overlays to explicitly con-
textualize the image content to the intent of the video. In these
cases, the textual content of the imagery almost overrides the non-
textual content in terms of interpretation, strongly identifying its
relationship to particular categories of imagery.

The initial coding scheme was developed through an exami-
nation of coding schemes used in similar studies in organization
scholarship [33, 35]. This frame was deemed to have greater role
alignment with advocates than personal social media use, which has
been reported as more interpersonally communicative and tends
to focus on Twitter and Facebook [32]. From the organizational
scholarship, [35] coded Instagram images using categories of ori-
enting, unifying, placemaking, showcasing, and crowdsourcing,
[33, 34] coded Tweets sent by organization uses coding categories
more appropriate for text, including information, community, and
action. While these coding schemes were a helpful start, they were
not completely appropriate, particularly the category of unifying.
From these established schemes, the research team iterated over
the selected Instagram image sample.

Utilizing these combined sources, a novel hierarchical schema
was developed that was tailored to the domain (Instagram social me-
dia platform) and the community of examination (AIAN advocates,
as opposed to well-defined organizations).

4.2.2 Coding Scheme. The produced coding scheme consists
of nine base categories and four supercategories which take the
base categories as subtypes (see Figure 3). The Interacting category
was unique insofar as it is defined at supercategory level but has
no subtypes, and as such could be compared with both base level
categories as well other supercategories. Descriptions of base cat-
egories and supercategories that compose the coding scheme are
offered in Table 1.

The focus on individual advocates whose sharing behavior is not
regulated by a governing body or defined set of norms (as would
probably be the case in an organizational context) means that occa-
sionally imagery that doesn’t appear directly relevant to cultural
content is shared. However, as a qualitative study, content needs
to be taken seriously regardless of whether its surface appearance
points directly towards a conceptualization of the overall topic at
hand. Thus, when context couldn’t disambiguate the image coding,
it was categorized as unifying imagery, with the justification that
even imagery that appears irrelevant to what is typically considered
“cultural” is still an expression of a modern existence, especially
when framed within the context of a culturally focused profile.
Evaluated within the overall context of the profile situates even
irrelevant content into a broader, unifying narrative of a living,
breathing, notion of identity that exists today.

4.2.3 Data Analysis. The most frequent categories of imagery
were those that were unifying in intention, comprising 35% of the
image sample. This was followed by images that were awareness
raising at 20%, and showcasing at 15% (see Table 2).

The most frequent supercategory of imagery was identifying,
which comprised 68% of the total sample. This was followed by
rallying images at 21% (see Table 3).

An anonymized advocate-by-advocate count of image supercat-
egory frequencies is provided in Table 4.
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Table 1: Coding Schema for Instagram use by AIAN Advocates

Process Category Description
Informing Encompasses image categories geared towards informational purposes.
Rallying Encompasses image categories geared towards promoting action, either implicit or explicitly.
Identifying Encompasses image categories that promote socio-cultural identification.

Table 2: Category frequencies for base categories

Process Category Instances Percent
Educating 12 6%
Reporting 1 <1%
Announcing 3 1%
Awareness Raising 41 20%
Gathering 4 2%
Showcasing 31 15%
Unifying 73 35%
Gatekeeping 18 9%
Guiding 20 10%
Interacting 7 3%

Table 3: Supercategory frequences

Process Supercategory Instances Percent
Informing 16 8%
Rallying 45 21%
Identifying 142 68%
Interacting 7 3%

Table 4: Category frequencies by advocate profile

Profile Informing Rallying Identifying Interacting
1 0 2 28 0
2 0 2 28 0
3 10 17 3 0
4 0 14 16 0
5 0 3 24 3
6 5 0 25 0
7 1 7 18 4

5 FINDINGS
Images classified as cultural identification were by and large the
most frequent type of imagery shared by advocates. In particular,
identifying content was strongly oriented towards unifying im-
agery, and to a lesser extent showcasing. Rallying imagery was
also frequently observed, although content within the category was
strongly biased towards awareness raising as opposed to gathering,
thus illustrating a preference for implicit/lifestyle adjustment action
as opposed to calls for explicit critical social event participation. On

the other hand, there was only limited use of Instagram for non-
critical informing purposes. Similarly, there was minimal explicit
initiation of two-way communication via interacting imagery.

5.1 Categorizing Image Intentions
An analysis of the types of imagery that individual advocates share
has been provided, offering a broad perspective of the imagery being
circulated. The coding hierarchy can be leveraged to identify four
roles played by advocates, relating to the imagery supercategories:
Informing, Rallying, Identifying, and Interacting. Examining each
advocate’s relative reliance on imagery allows us to categorize these
advocates accordingly, and provide a broad level initial analysis of
what types of roles appear to be common. In the advocate sample
used in this study, the following advocate roles were witnessed:

5.2 Categorizing Advocate Roles
5.2.1 Strict Identifying-Unifier. Advocates who fit this role fo-

cused their image sharing efforts on images that unified various
aspects of AIAN culture, through a variety of means:

• Depictions and expressions of modern AIAN life
• Depicting AIAN historical perspectives
• Displays of cultural pride

Of the seven identified advocate profiles in the sample, four of them
fit into this role. Three of these profiles (profiles 2, 5, and 6) shared
imagery that was over 80% unifying content, while the fourth (pro-
file 7) was over 60%. The three advocates whose imagery focused
on unifying AIAN cultures did so through a balance of modern
and historical depictions, as well as paintings and other artworks
that sought to capture various aspects of AIAN identity. Much of
the imagery of AIAN culture focused on traditional clothing, re-
gardless of whether the image was temporally historical or modern.
The result of this implicit commonality of clothing focus is an im-
plication of personal appearance in regards to AIAN community
membership. On the other hand, profile 2 in particular was oriented
towards artistic depictions of AIAN culture, with paintings being
the primary medium.

Profile 7, while still maintaining a strong overall orientation
towards unifying imagery, was balanced across other forms of
identifying imagery as well. Additionally, this profile exhibited a
somewhat critical perspective, making noteworthy efforts to raise
awareness about ongoing social issues in addition to the focus on
identification.

Broadly speaking, the means of unifying AIAN culture through
imagery takes place along a pair of gradients: from historical to
modern, and from realistic to artistic. Despite there being flexibility
in how the Unifier role was manifested, the advocates who fit this
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Figure 2: Image Category Examples (the Instagram handle
of the original poster is below the images)

category were nonetheless bound by the desire to capture AIAN
identity through depiction across these gradients.

5.2.2 Strict Identifying-Showcaser. Advocates who fit this role
focused their image sharing efforts on imagery presenting art and

Figure 3: Process Category Hierarchy

artwork by the AIAN community, providing a modern depiction
of AIAN culture through artifact displays. Advocate 1 presented
a lot of beadwork that referred to a number of different themes,
including nature as well as local professional sports teams. While
non-critical in orientation, this advocate nonetheless captures the
ongoing contribution to artistic works as part of a living, breathing,
cultural identity.

5.2.3 Hybrid of Rallying-Awareness Raiser / Informing-Educator.
Advocates who fit this role focused their imagery on raising aware-
ness of ongoing social issues, supported by a fair amount of ed-
ucating informational imagery. Advocate 3 had a strong critical-
historical orientation to imagery, framing ongoing social issue re-
lated content in a critical manner interspersed with historical im-
agery that was likewise critical in orientation or educating in such
a way that it provides content pertaining to the AIAN histories.
This profile shares imagery that appears to bridge the gap between
ongoing social challenges facing the AIAN community and the
historical-cultural backgrounds of the AIAN community itself.

5.2.4 Hybrid of Identifying-Unifier / Rallying-Awareness Raiser.
Advocates who fit this role focused their imagery on unifying con-
tent, supported by rallying around ongoing social issues. Advocate
4 took a strongly critical stance in regards to imagery, whereby even
unifying content took on a rallying air in the broader context of the
image sharing tendencies exhibited by this particular advocate. It is
worth noting that at the time of this study, the protests led by the
Standing Rock Sioux Tribe against the Dakota Access Pipeline were
in full swing, and imagery relating to these events comprised a large
portion of the content shared by this advocate. This advocate has
a very strongly critical-social orientation, simultaneously seeking
to bring awareness to the community while presenting within the
broader context of AIAN cultural identification.
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6 DISCUSSION
Three research questions were initially developed that were framed
with attention to the research topic as well the activity theory
notion of “Division of Labor” as manifested in the identification
of advocate roles on Instagram. These research questions will be
revisited in light of the findings presented.

6.1 Research Questions Revisited
6.1.1 What “categories” of imagery are AIAN advocates sharing?

The hierarchical coding scheme generated through a synthesis
of related studies [34, 35] and coding iterations over the data set
identified four predominant supercategories of imagery with 9
subcategories within those. Advocate content was largely geared
towards imagery that focused on unifying AIAN culture through
depictions of modern life, historical perspectives, or cultural pride.
The use of imagery for the purpose of raising awareness was also
frequently observed, illuminating ongoing social issues that face
the AIAN community, a large portion of which was driven by the
ongoing Dakota Access Pipeline protests on the Standing Rock
Reservation. Showcasing imagery was also frequently observed,
although a large portion of these observations were driven by a
single advocate whose contribution was focused on native artwork.

The use of imagery is powerful in terms of its capability for cul-
tural depictions, and depictions of various aspects of AIAN culture,
whether it’s taking a stance of unification, artistic showcasing, or
critical examination. In some sense, comparing this type of imagery
to the relatively lower prevalence of more “explicit” action oriented
imagery (as captured by interacting and gathering types of imagery)
motivates the idea that, while Instagram (and other image-heavy
social media platforms) are less suited towards organizing and
communication, they are more suited towards socio-cultural identi-
fication that does not hinge upon explicit personal or geographical
identification.

While rallying imagery was comprised of two subcategories,
imagery within this larger category was largely oriented towards
raising awareness as opposed to explicit calls to gather for action.
A possible explanation for this disparity is the pseudo-anonymous
nature of Instagram, whereby users are not pushed by the plat-
form to provide identifying information e.g. their name. This is
distinct from other social media platforms that explicitly seek to
link online activity to real life identities, e.g. Facebook or LinkedIn.
A side effect of this anonymity is an agnosticism to geographical
location, potentially making such organizational attempts such as
explicit calls to action ineffective or inefficient. Similarly, the lim-
ited affordances of the Instagram interface play a role in hindering
organizing, as the minimal communicative potential of Instagram
makes well-structured organizing of events challenging. This the-
orizing about the effects of geographical agnosticism and limited
organizing affordances is supported by the lack of announcing im-
agery observations, of which only three examples were observed
( 1% of the sample).

Use of Instagram for the purpose of two-way communication
via interacting imagery was likewise almost non-existent. The use
of Instagram for non-critical “Informing” purposes was also lim-
ited. This limited use of Instagram for communication is likely
a consequence of the way the platform was designed as well as

the aforementioned nature of individual advocates acting in an
anonymized manner. The Instagram interface does not provide
sophisticated communication support, especially as compared to
more “textual” social media platforms e.g. Facebook.

Strictly informing types of imagery likewise did not fit into the
overall critical-cultural orientation of the advocates in the sample.
It’s possible that the non-textual nature of Instagram limits the
platform’s use as an information source, as the bulk of information
content must be conveyed through the image itself as opposed to
textual descriptions presented alongside the images. However, a
single organizational profile’s imagery was coded alongside the
advocate sample used in this study, and “Informing” imagery was
the primary intent of image sharing for that organization’s pro-
file. This suggests that image-heavy social media platforms may
be used for informational purposes by organizations, but this style
of image-sharing may not fit the non-organizational advocate’s
goals for image sharing behaviors. Instead, this may be indicative
of potential for anonymized individual advocates to express them-
selves and their opinions more freely, whereas organizations are
more beholden to social acceptability within the broader context,
i.e. tribal as well as western American socio-cultural norms.

6.1.2 What types of “roles” do AIAN advocates play in contribut-
ing cultural content? The generation of four supercategories pro-
vided a novel taxonomy which can be used to categorize advocate
“roles” based on their relative reliance on particular categories of
imagery to contribute to shaping AIAN community image-power.
These roles can be conceptualized as being indicative of the styles
of sharing behavior each of these advocates takes on, which can be
a product of any number of different factors, including individual
psychologies and histories, the varying social and cultural condi-
tions in which these individuals are situated, and the affordances
of image-heavy social media platforms.

While the advocate profiles in the sample were categorized ac-
cording to a comparison of the types of imagery each shared across
the four dimensions of Informing, Rallying, Identifying, and In-
teracting, the roles that were observed via this method are not
intended to be interpreted as representing an exhaustive list of the
types of roles to be seen in individual advocates on Instagram, but
rather as a starting point for broader categorization of advocate
behaviors across these same four dimensions.

6.1.3 How are AIAN advocates shaping image-power through
image sharing? What has been offered by this study is a unique and
novel set of codes for image sharing tendencies by AIAN advocates,
which captures notions of technological affordances in addition
to culture and opinion as expressed through technology. Through
these codes a set of role types has been introduced whose use
as a means of categorizing advocates reflects their image sharing
behaviors across the four supercategories of imagery.

Advocate shaping of image-power as the target object in the
activity theoretical sense thus can be conceptualized across the ten
categories of imagery as well as the four roles. The focus of advocate
shared imagery on unifying various culturally relevant aspects of
the AIAN community and raising awareness of ongoing social
issues shapes the image-power narrative by presenting depictions
of AIAN culture that are potentially closer to the community’s
desired representation (as opposed to the ones propagated through
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mass media) as well as presenting a community that is sensitive
and aware of the social and cultural challenges that face them today.
Thus, image-power as shaped by advocates of the AIAN community
plays into the hands of the Identifiers and the Rallyers, leveraging
image-heavy social media to present depictions of the community
and its ongoing struggles as a powerful part of their overall identity
in the modern information age.

6.2 Theoretical Implications
An Activity Theory perspective was used to frame this study, focus-
ing on theway that image-heavy social media platformsmediate the
relationship between advocates and influence of image-power. Ad-
ditionally, the generation of a taxonomy of advocate roles provides
a mapping to a division-of-labor like construct, whereby advocates
contribute in different ways toward a shared objective. This pro-
duced taxonomy demonstrates how advocates can use social media
to achieve goals situated within an activity system, as suggested by
the division of labor. Roles as a manifestation of objectives within
a web-space are therefore provided through this analysis. As these
roles identify objectives within a community situated on the In-
stagram social media platform, Activity Theory provides a useful
framework for extending the research into effects for not only the
object→ outcome dimension, but also the community dimension
as well.

More broadly, this study situates social media platform use
within an Activity Theory framework. Our focus on advocates
extends the context of Activity Theory beyond organizations in
which it is commonly used. Here we consider a less structured
context where individual subjects are not beholden to an explic-
itly shared set of rules and norms via organizational culture and
top-down management practices (e.g. explicit definition of labor
division by leadership). Despite this less structured context, we are
able to identify roles that can be likened to a division of labor as
an emergent property that comes about at least in part as a result
of the shared motivations to influence the same or similar notions
of cultural image. Social media platforms and the often seemingly
disconnected yet undeniably related actors within the communities
they support, are in need of examination. This study contributes
to that understanding through an Activity Theory framing of the
relationship between actors and outcomes.

Building on the findings of Baran and Cagiltay [2], we show
that material sharers perform their tasks by fulfilling the various
roles: Informing, Rallying, Identifying, and Interacting. Given the
previous study’s context, their conception of material sharers was
limited to the Informing role. Here because of the different context,
the material sharer role extends beyond just Informing. Thus, we
have further unpacked the material sharer role, offering a higher
granularity of role taxonomy.

As the role of advocates is positioned between social media
use of organizations and individuals, it is instructive to compare
findings. The supercategories of informing, rallying, identifying and
interacting proposed here for advocates are similar to those used
by organizational communication scholars (orienting, humanizing,
placemaking, showcasing, and crowdsourcing [35]), but differ in
important ways related to the human nature of the advocates’ goals.
These image analyses can also be contrasted with organizational

analysis of Twitter which use information, community, and action
codes [33, 34]. Despite the differences in the media, the two groups
are able to achieve similar goals.

Framing this study within more critical theoretical approaches
could have focused more on the relationship that exists between
AIAN tribal communities and the broader, western culture. Existing
scholarship from post-colonialism and subalternity have provided
a theoretical basis for exploration of the historical aspects of mis-
representation of subaltern populations and their long-term effects,
but this scholarship was not used to guide the overall design of this
study. Rather, the goal of this study was to focus more on the social
media platform as a mediating force, thus strongly motivating an
activity theory approach.

6.3 Social Implications
What has been captured in the coding of imagery as shared through
Instagram and the subsequent roles is the means and methods
throughwhichAIAN advocates areworking in a loosely but nonethe-
less relatedmanner to influence and shape cultural narrative through
image sharing. The power of unifying imagery to depict what it
means to be Native American, and the histories and backgrounds
that such a designation implies, is strongly conveyed through image-
heavy social media. While there is no guarantee that the sources of
AIAN content being shared on Instagram are AIAN or indigenous
in origin, the sourcing of visual representation shared to the broader
community that is from individual advocates represents an opportu-
nity for social and cultural development that is widely propagated
while being distinct from traditional mass media sources and the
histories in regards to colonialism and power structures they carry
with them. Likewise, awareness of ongoing social challenges and
issues facing the AIAN community is conveyed through the plat-
form, adding to the milieu of factors influencing AIAN image-power.
Image-heavy social media seems tailored toward this type of usage
by advocates, given the power and limitations of the affordances
provided by a platform such as Instagram. As individual advocates
continue to expand their use of social media to fulfill their goals,
the shape and form of imagery in regards to their intentions will
evolve in response to this influence. This study therefore sought
to capture the way one such community of advocates are using
imagery, and theorize about the influences on usage and its effects
on image-power.

6.4 Limitations
A relatively limited number of advocate profiles relevant to the
AIAN community was found using the aforementioned search
terms. As this set of search terms was derived via a brainstorming
process, is almost certainly non-exhaustive. As such, the advocate
roles could be further fleshed out with more cases to illustrate the
way the various categories in the role taxonomy can manifest in
practice.

Since it is impossible to verify the exact personal identities of
the advocates included in this study through the Instagram inter-
face (short of the account owners explicitly identifying themselves
within their profile or their images), there is no guarantee that the
advocates are themselves actually members of the AIAN commu-
nity. Hence, the term “advocate” was used purposefully, as opposed
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to “representative”, which would imply membership. Advocates,
need not be explicitly members of the community, but rather ex-
press a viewpoint that seeks to promote that community in various
ways. Thus, there is the potential that an advocate is, like the au-
thor, an external party to the AIAN community, and subject to the
cultural barriers that exist whenever individuals or groups seek
to construe social issues and individual mindsets from across that
divide.

As previously noted, neither of the authors are AIAN or indige-
nous in origin, so as an interpretivistic qualitative study, the inter-
pretation of imagery on Instagram is a reflection of the author’s
backgrounds and socio-cultural contexts. It is therefore essential
to frame the findings of this study relative to the interpretive pro-
cess undertaken by the primary coder, and the aforementioned
upbringing and contexts that have conditioned this interpretation.
As the primary coder is an academic of United States origin with
second-hand exposure to colonialism and its effects on the psy-
ches of those who have been raised in the context of colonial rule
through family members, this study is presented with an aware-
ness of this interpretive lens. While the authors are aware of the
shortcomings this may present to the overall analysis, we have
purposefully avoided making specific cultural claims about par-
ticular AIAN tribal groups within the scope of this study, seeking
to focus instead on broader social intent of imagery from AIAN
advocate sources. It is the author’s hope that, in addition to being
forthcoming, a broader analysis of Instagram content from these
sources will mitigate this lack of direct cultural relatability.

Additionally, this study made no attempt to measure the impact
of this content to the AIAN community. While this line of inquiry
could potentially provide real development evidence for (or against)
the role of social media in image portrayal, as well as strongly
involving the AIAN community directly in the analysis, this is
outside the scope of this study.

6.5 Future Directions
This study has provided evidence for the existence of various be-
havioral tendencies in regards to image sharing by AIAN advocates,
in particular the tendency towards cultural unification and raising
awareness through imagery, as well as an overall lack of focus on
promoting explicit action or direct communication via the Insta-
gram interface. Interpreting these findings requires understanding
the role interface affordances in Instagram (andmore broadly image-
heavy social media platforms) play in affecting the type of content
that is shared, a topic that is discussed here but not explored in
depth. An affordance analysis will need to be framed not only in re-
gards to the content shared, but also the pseudo-anonymous nature
of individual advocates, where geolocation and name are hidden
from the social community, and how that anonymity likewise af-
fects content sharing tendencies.

This line of research framed within the broader postcolonial
social context that many indigenous populations are currently cul-
turally situated likewise opens up the possibility of critical analysis
of the images advocates are sharing, and more generally, the way
marginalized groups can push back on postcolonial representation
of their culture. Although the author’s do not necessarily take a
critical perspective for this study, it can nonetheless be seen as

paving the way for such approaches, especially as further explored
by scholars who are not cultural outsiders to the AIAN community.

7 CONCLUSIONS
This study sought to shed light on the way that individual advocates
of the AIAN community are utilizing image-heavy social media plat-
forms to influence the imagery and image-power of AIAN culture.
An activity theoretical perspective structured the study, providing
an analysis of social media activity as an activity system.

A qualitative image analysis was used to generate a coding
scheme which sought to capture the types of imagery that ad-
vocates are sharing through Instagram. The hierarchical nature of
the scheme produced a novel role taxonomy, roughly analogous to
labor divisions are utilized in organizational or social work in the
activity theoretical sense.

The findings indicate that individual advocates focus on pro-
viding unification through depictions of AIAN culture, and taking
a critical social perspective by presenting imagery that seeks to
raise awareness about ongoing social issues and challenges facing
the community. As a result, the sample of advocates had strong
representation of profiles that take on cultural identification role
behavior.

These levels of relative reliance were theorized to be largely in-
fluenced by the capabilities and limitations of Instagram’s interface
affordances, identifying the relative anonymity of the Instagram
platform and its restricted communication and organizing potential
as having an effect on the imagery shared by advocates.

These findings contribute to an overall understanding of individ-
ual advocate behaviors as manifested within image-heavy social
media platforms, as well as extending the activity theory framework
from well-defined organizations to a community that is minimally
managed but nonetheless have a similar intention to influence a
shared social object. In this case, the shared object is AIAN image-
power.

As advocates of various groups continue to increase their lever-
aging of image-heavy social media platforms, an understanding of
the way that socio-cultural issues intermingled with technological
interface affordances influences image sharing will become a more
necessary section of scholarship with implications for advocates,
designers, and the broader socio-cultural context within which
those relationships are situated.
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