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ABSTRACT

In recent years, Instagram has turned in to one of the most important communication
platforms for showcasing lifestyle, taste, and individual identity. One of the common
genres on this platform is the visual representation of food, which has simultaneously
acquired an aesthetic, cultural, and social aspect, especially among Iranian users. This
study, by a qualitative approach and based on the theory of "audience perception",
analyzes how Iranian users perceive and read food images published on Instagram. The
research data was collected through semi-structured interviews with 27 active Instagram
users and analyzed using thematic analysis. The results show that users are not just
passive recipients when faced with these images, but rather attribute different meanings to
the visual content of food through the lens of their cultural capital, lived experience, and
horizon of expectations. Users’ readings were categorized into three broad categories:
“inspirational” (stimulating learning or ideation), “realistic” (exaggerated or fabricated),
and “commercial” (aimed at advertising or branding). Concepts such as FOMO (fear of
being missed out), social comparison, digital identity, and critique of consuming lifestyles
were prominent in the users’ interpretation process. This study shows that users' reading
of Instagram food content has cultural and social consequences in terms of their eating
style, daily satisfaction, and even their social relationships. In this sense, reading turns in
to an active and critical act that redefines the boundary between media and reality.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, Instagram has become one of the most important communication
platforms for showcasing lifestyle, taste, and individual identity. One of the
common genres on this platform is the visual representation of food, which has
simultaneously acquired an aesthetic, cultural, and social aspect, especially among
Iranian users.

One of the issues that has attracted a lot of attention from Instagram users in
recent years is the representation of food. Food is not only important as a basic
biological need for survival, but also carries multiple meanings from a cultural and
social perspectives. The choice of food, the way it is prepared and consumed, and
even the way it is presented and displayed, all reflect individual and collective
identities of humans.

Influencers consistently employ a variety of strategies to gain attention and
engage with their audiences. One such method is food content amplification, which
can include using comments and likes from followers to boost content exposure or
employing tricks to increase feedback and engagement. In addition, capturing
attention by engaging content that is relevant to the audience’s interests, especially
aiming to create a sense of connection or sparking curiosity, directly leads to
increased online followers and engagement.

These tactics make audiences more willing to share experiences and participate
in discussions, which results in greater effectiveness in achieving business and
advertising goals. Comments and likes also play an important role in boosting the
attractiveness and visibility of food content. The more likes and comments the post
get, the more authoritative and influential they are perceived to be.

PURPOSE

This paper aims to answer the question of how Iranian users read food
representations on Instagram and what meaning do they make of these
representations?

METHODOLOGY

This study, by a qualitative approach and based on the theory of "audience
perception”, analyzes how Iranian users perceive and read food images published
on Instagram. The research data was collected through semi-structured interviews
with 27 active Instagram users and analyzed using thematic analysis.

FINDINGS

The results show that users are not just passive recipients when faced with these
images, but rather attribute different meanings to the visual content of food through



the lens of their cultural capital, lived experience, and horizon of expectations.

Users’ readings were categorized into three broad categories: “inspirational”
(stimulating learning or ideation), “realistic” (exaggerated or fabricated), and
“commercial” (aimed at advertising or branding). Concepts such as FOMO (fear of
being missed out), social comparison, digital identity, and critique of consuming
lifestyles were prominent in the users’ interpretation process.

The portrayal of food consumption on Instagram has transcended the level of a
daily necessity and has turned in to a tool for identity building and self-expression.
Through the selection, display, and sharing of foods, users attempt to present a
picture of their personality, lifestyle, and social standing. Users often use food to
express their personal, social, or cultural identity. The choice of food type, where it
is consumed, and how it is presented have various implications for users. Food
content on Instagram has turned in to one of the main tools for representing
personal and social identity. Users use the type of food, where it is consumed, and
even how it is presented to convey messages about their lifestyle, personal interests,
and social standing.

Users asserted that many of the food images on Instagram are not a reflection of
reality, but rather the result of artificial arrangements and the use of edition filters.
These images represent a kind of “ideal life” rather than an everyday experience,
and as a result can create unrealistic expectations.

Results shows that some users prefer to rely on their own real experiences or
their relatives rather than Instagram content, which is often theatrical and
commercial. For these people, authenticity and honesty in the food experience are
more important than flashy images and advertisements.

The spectacle of food consumption means that food is no longer just a need or
pleasure, but has turned to a means of displaying one’s lifestyle, social status, and
distinct individual identity. In this approach, food is viewed not only as taste, but
also in terms of its appearance and presentation. People display food as a symbol of
their well-being and identity, where the choice of fancy restaurants and famous
landmarks is perceived more important than the actual experience of consuming
food.

Users on social media are significantly influenced by influencers in their food
choices and the way they represent them. By publishing engaging content,
including professional images, enticing descriptions, and seemingly ideal
experiences, influencers not only inform users about the type of food but also how
it is presented and consumed. Many users, trusting the taste and expertise of
influencers, tend to make choices that may not be in line with their actual needs or
interests.
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Many users, upon viewing influencers’ content, imitate their food choices, new
experiences, and even the way they represent food. This includes using a particular
style in food decoration, photography, and even choosing specific places to eat the
food. By creating new standards in the representation of food and lifestyle,
influencers influence users’ attitudes and behavior, and in some cases may cause
people to pay more attention to the appearance and presentation aspects of food
consumption than to their actual personal needs.

CONCLUSION

The users' reading of Instagram food content has cultural and social consequences
in terms of their eating style, daily satisfaction, and even their social relationships.

One of the dominant readings among Instagram users is the use of food as a
tool to showcase personal identity and lifestyle. This approach transforms food
from a mere nutritional necessity into a cultural tool that serves as a means of
sending social and cultural messages in the public space. In this sense, reading turns
in to an active and critical act that redefines the boundary between media and
reality.

The phenomenon of social comparison and feeling left out (FOMO) influences
users’ consumption behavior. Many people experience a sense of comparison to
others when exposed to food content on Instagram. This social pressure makes
many people want to try certain places or foods they see in the posts. This
phenomenon is more evident among younger age groups who seek to establish an
identity through their consumption choices.

Beautiful and colorful foods, or those that are specially designed and decorated,
are more appealing to users than foods that have a simpler appearance. This
approach reflects the high attention users pay to the visual aspects of food;
especially on Instagram, where competition for audience attention is fierce,
displaying food in a decorated way is an effective tool for attracting an audience
and gaining social approval. Some users criticized the exaggerated portrayals of
food content on Instagram. Many users asserted that these types of portrayals are an
unrealistic representation of life and food consumption, and are designed solely for
the purpose of creating social and economic impact rather than showing real and
natural experiences.

NOVELTY

By studying users' reading of Instagram food content, this study enables the
identification of consequences of Persian Food content produced on Instagram, in
terms of users eating style, daily satisfaction, and even their social relationships.
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