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Abstract
Female Instagram influencers presumably manipulate their online presentations to conform to the “superwoman ideal”
(i.e., the idea that women have to excel in multiple roles). Knowledge of how they build such presentations is important
to understand how young women’s perception of the superwoman ideal might be affected by social media. As such, the
current content analytical study (N = 1,200 posts, 60 influencers) examined how female health and beauty influencers
present themselves in accordance with the superwoman ideal and whether such presentations vary by culture (i.e., the
US, Belgium, and China). Inductive framing analysis revealed that they highlight their excellence in six roles, which focus
on appearance, relationships, activities, achievements, wisdom, and expertise. Additional multilevel analyses suggested
that besides beauty, it is most important to be perceived as an exciting and experienced individual. These roles are gener‐
alizable across cultures, implying that the superwoman ideal is presented identically worldwide.
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1. Introduction

The lifestyles of most top Instagram influencers appear
perfect to their followers (Chae, 2018), yet we know little
about how they build such lifestyles. Female influencers
likely engage in framing practices to comply with the
superwoman ideal, which refers to the—predominantly
Western—societal idea that women should “have it all”
(e.g., be beautiful, have a successful career; McRobbie,
2010). This knowledge is important because the super‐
woman ideal is partially responsible for the role overload
(i.e., being overwhelmed by the total number of roles
one has to fulfill) experienced by a significant portion of
young women (De Lenne et al., 2018; Glynn et al., 2009).

Drawing upon the principles of framing theory
(Entman, 1993), the current study (60 influencers, 1,200

posts) aims to shed light on female Instagram influencers’
lifestyle presentations by examining how macro‐ (i.e.,
minimum 10,000 followers) and mega‐ (i.e., minimum
100,000; Oliveira et al., 2019) influencers strategically
combine visual (i.e., picture/video) and textual informa‐
tion to present themselves as excellent in multiple roles.
Furthermore, contextual elements, such as sexualization
and the number of likes, might shape how the audi‐
ence interprets the superwoman ideal and which roles
to focus on. As such, this study explores the extent to
which influencers show themselves in a sexualized man‐
ner across roles and whether differences between roles
exist in the number of likes they receive. Given that
influencers presumably frame their lifestyle according
to their pre‐existing cultural beliefs, they might high‐
light certain roles more than others, depending on the
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dominant values in their culture. Thus, we investigate
female influencers from three distinctive cultures: US,
Belgium, and China.

1.1. Influencers as Superwomen: Beyond Beauty

Instagram influencers have become famous through
their Instagram profiles and position themselves as
experts on one or several topics of interest (Khamis et al.,
2017). The most popular topics are beauty, fashion, fit‐
ness, and food, which are predominantly approached
by female influencers (Marwick, 2015). Influencers can
be classified into four categories, depending on their
number of followers: a) nano (0–1,000), b) micro
(1,000–10,000), c)macro (10,000–100,000), and d)mega
(above 100,000; Oliveira et al., 2019).

Previous studies on female influencers have pre‐
dominantly focused on their (sexualized) appearances,
and the findings suggested that they edit their posts,
wear revealing clothes, and take on sexualized poses
(Hund, 2017). Popular female influencers are highly crit‐
icized for such presentations, as they might trigger their
followers—especially youngwomen—to behave in a sim‐
ilar manner (Pilgrim & Bohnet‐Joschko, 2019).

Although their appearances typically complywith the
dominant norms of physical appearance, they do not
solely focus on their beauty (Djafarova & Trofimenko,
2019). Women in today’s society are encouraged to
“have it all,” meaning that they should build a success‐
ful career while also having a flourishing social life, inter‐
esting hobbies, and a lovely family (McRobbie, 2010;
Sumra & Schillaci, 2015). The urge to concurrently excel
in multiple life aspects, which is referred to as the super‐
woman ideal (McRobbie, 2010; Sumra & Schillaci, 2015),
stems from the gradual shift in role expectations women
have experiencedover the past years. Besides taking care
of their household, they are now concerned with suc‐
cessfully performing in multiple roles (Sumra & Schillaci,
2015). Although superwomen are expected to excel in
multiple roles concurrently, some roles (e.g., successful
career) might be more important to fulfill than others
(e.g., practicing sports; Heather, 2008).

Research among followers of top female influencers
has indicated that their lifestyle presentations comply
with the superwoman ideal, yet systematic research on
this subject is missing (Chae, 2018). How influencers
build their lifestyle exactly and strategically focus on cer‐
tain roles they fulfill can further be understood from the
perspective of framing theory (Entman, 1993).

1.2. Understanding Influencers’ Lifestyle Presentations
from the Perspective of Framing Theory

Framing is defined as “selecting some aspects of a per‐
ceived reality and making them more salient” and refers
to the manner in which the media present a topic
(Entman, 1993, p. 52). Through carefully selecting and
highlighting particular elements of a story, the media

draw attention to them to influence individuals’ percep‐
tion of that story (Van Gorp, 2007). Hence, they pro‐
vide a certain meaning to a message, also known as a
frame, which guides how individuals process and inter‐
pret that message (Entman, 1993). Such frames gener‐
ally emerge from a combination of visual and textual ele‐
ments (Van Gorp, 2007).

Although framing theory is mostly used in politi‐
cal communication (Tewksbury & Scheufele, 2009), con‐
tent analyses on social media have suggested that this
theory can also provide an explanatory framework for
entertainment media. Fountaine (2017) examined how
female politicians framed themselves on Twitter and rec‐
ognized two clear frames: one focusing on status as a
busy politician (i.e., busy local MP), and the other focus‐
ing on relations with voters (i.e., relational politician).
The politicians used these frames in varying degrees
across their presentations. Moreover, they were nonex‐
clusive, meaning that elements of both frames were
often recognized within the same tweet. Such research
suggests that women emphasize multiple roles in their
online presentations.

Female influencers’ lifestyle presentations in relation
to the superwoman ideal can also be understood from
the perspective of framing theory. The superwoman
ideal implies that they highlight various events (e.g., fam‐
ily gatherings and business trips) to emphasize that they
are doing well in this role (Leban et al., 2020). Framing
theory suggests that each element of the Instagram post
(i.e., picture/video and caption) should focus on this high‐
lighted role. Hence, by using framing practices to accen‐
tuate different roles in different posts, female influencers
can present themselves as complying with the super‐
woman ideal (Leban et al., 2020).

As no study has yet investigated which roles influ‐
encers emphasize, this study first inductively explores
the elements (i.e., picture/video and caption) of popular
female influencers’ profile posts to reveal the recurrent
roles (RQ1a). Not all roles of the superwoman ideal are
equally important (McRobbie, 2010); some of them (e.g.,
being smart) might also be less suitable to cover in an
entertaining Instagram post (Schreurs & Vandenbosch,
2021). As such, the current study also aims to deduc‐
tively examine the extent to which each of the previ‐
ously recognized roles occur (RQ1b). We thus assume
that female influencers illustrate their compliance with
the superwomen ideal by highlighting different roles
across Instagram posts. However, the study on female
politicians’ framing on Twitter suggests that multiple
roles can be promoted in a singular post (Fountaine,
2017). As such, the second research question explores
the extent to which the recognized roles co‐occur within
posts (RQ2).

Moreover, some contextual elements may be so
prominent that they deserve additional attention when
studying the occurrence of female roles. Sexualization
(i.e., to evaluate someone in terms of their physi‐
cal appearance and sexiness; APA Task Force on the
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Sexualization of Girls, 2007) might be such an element.
Instagram’s visual nature suggests that sexual attractive‐
ness is an essential aspect to focus on, regardless of
the emphasized role (Hund, 2017). Compliance with the
prevailing standards of beauty and sexiness becomes so
important that it is frequently accentuated while focus‐
ing on specific appearance‐ and non‐appearance‐related
roles. Additionally, consistent sexualization corresponds
with the ubiquitous “beauty is good” stereotype, which
describes beauty as an essential precondition to be suc‐
cessful in other roles (Northup & Liebler, 2010). Even
non‐appearance‐related roles are thus likely to be pre‐
sented in a sexualized manner. By doing this, influencers
can contribute to the idea that, overall, women have to
be sexy and appealing (Pilgrim & Bohnet‐Joschko, 2019).
As such, the third research question asks to what extent
influencers present themselves in a sexualized manner
across different roles (RQ3).

Next, the metric information (i.e., likes) accompany‐
ing posts is also relevant to be examined. Some roles
presumably receive more likes than others, which allows
followers to detect the most prestigious roles to fulfill.
Prior research has shown that, for instance, family posts
receive an abundance of likes (Park & Lee, 2017), which
suggests that having a lovely family is highly appreci‐
ated by the audience. Youngwomenmight attach greater
importance to these roles than other less liked roles
(Mascheroni et al., 2015). Hence, the fourth research
question examines whether the number of likes varies
across roles (RQ4).

The knowledge that follows from answering these
research questions will help us to understand how young
women’s construction of the superwoman ideal can be
affected by social media. Framing theory explains that
individuals organize and interpret information using cog‐
nitive schemas, which are described asmental structures
about a particular topic (Entman, 1993; Scheufele, 2004).
Women presumably also possess schemas about the
superwoman ideal, and influencers’ presentations might
activate and/or modify these schemas (Heather, 2008;
Mensinger et al., 2007). As such, young women may per‐
ceive frequently highlighted roles as important to focus
on and even add new roles to their schemas. Frequent
activation (i.e., exposure) results in chronic accessibil‐
ity, which implies that young women actively use these
schemas to shape their own lifestyles (Scheufele, 2004).

Moreover, sexualized content and metric informa‐
tion (i.e., likes) might affect the construction of super‐
woman schemas. According to social cognitive theory,
individuals aremore likely tomodel reinforced behaviors
(Bandura, 2001). Roles that receive more likes are thus
presumably perceived as good and important to comply
with. Additionally, sexualized content draws more atten‐
tion than nonsexual content, which implies that roles
depicted in a sexualized manner can be memorized bet‐
ter (Wirtz et al., 2018). However, sexualized content can
also interfere with the highlighted role (e.g., nursing a
baby in lingerie). Young women might perceive the influ‐

encer as less successful in that domain and neglect the
emphasized role (Harrison & Secarea, 2010).

1.3. Superwoman Lifestyle: Different Interpretations
Across the Globe?

Generally, the meaning of a frame is rooted in a cultural
context and thus based on pre‐existing ideas (Van Gorp,
2007). Culture refers to the characteristics of a particular
groupof people sharing commonvalues and ideas,which
they use to provide meaning to messages and events
(Gamson&Modigliani, 1989; VanGorp, 2007). Thus, how
a message is framed depends on cultural beliefs, and
slight differences in focus between cultures are likely to
occur (Van Gorp, 2007).

The superwoman ideal has emerged from mod‐
ern Western societal values and matches the idea of
the “American dream,” which denotes that anyone can
become successful if theywork hard enough (Glynn et al.,
2009; Sumra & Schillaci, 2015). Therefore, the super‐
woman concept tends to be rather individualistic, as it
stresses women’s own responsibility for success in multi‐
ple roles (Singelis et al., 1995). These roles are of varying
importance, as young women in such cultures are typi‐
cally encouraged to build a successful career before start‐
ing a family (Heather, 2008; McRobbie, 2010). However,
Western cultures also differ from each other, as individu‐
alism can be divided into horizontal (i.e., equality) and
vertical (i.e., inequality) variants (Singelis et al., 1995).
West Europeans (e.g., Belgium) tend toward the horizon‐
tal axis as they value personal development and expe‐
riences over competition (Schwartz, 2014). For them, a
superwoman is mainly occupied with self‐development
and exploration. North Americans (e.g., the US), on the
other hand, tend toward the vertical axis as they encour‐
age competition and progress (Schwartz, 2014).

However, globalization processes have ensured that
this concept is also adopted by collectivistic cultures,
such as China (Fang & Walker, 2015). Especially due to
the global nature of social media, the self‐presentation
styles of Western influencers can be easily adopted by
non‐Western influencers (Schroeder, 2016). Yet, their
presentations might still reflect their cultural back‐
ground, as they are assumed to prioritize different roles.
As such cultures emphasize relationships and solidarity
(Schwartz, 2014), their idea of a superwoman presum‐
ably focuses more on taking good care of the family.

Thus, we assume that different cultures define a
superwoman as someone who excels in multiple roles,
but the allocated importance to each role likely varies
across them. Female influencers might highlight various
roles in their posts but systematically emphasize certain
roles more than others because they correspond to dom‐
inant values in their culture. To examine whether such
cultural differences are present in the superwoman ideal,
this study compared whether female influencers from
theUS, Belgium, andChina differ in the roles they empha‐
size more (RQ5a) and whether cultural differences exist
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in the number of likes each of these roles receive (RQ5b).
US‐American and Chinese influencers were selected
because they are both leading examples of a highly
individualistic (i.e., US) and collectivistic culture (i.e.,
China; Schwartz, 2014). As their values are opposite to
each other, comparing them will likely yield interest‐
ing results concerning how Western and non‐Western
cultures vary in their interpretation and disclosure of
the superwoman ideal. Despite governmental restric‐
tions, Instagram accounts for over 3,5 million users
from mainland China, which are mostly adolescents and
young adults (NapoleonCat, 2021). Additionally, influ‐
encers seem highly popular in this country, as most
Chinese youth report following at least one influencer
(Thomala, 2021). Therefore, knowledge of how Chinese
influencers present themselves and their lifestyles on
Instagram is important to understand how they possibly
shape young Chinesewomen’s ideas of the superwoman.
Finally, Belgian influencers represent West European cul‐
ture. Belgium was selected because of its international
status and central position as the capital of the European
Union (Bradford, 2020). Within this country and Europe
in general, Instagram is one of the most popular social
media applications, especially among adolescents and
young adults (Statista, 2021a). Nearly one out of four
Belgian young adults reported following or searching for
influencers (Statista, 2021b). Moreover, Belgium is an
individualistic country. However, compared to the US, it
positions itselfmoremoderately on typical individualistic
values, such as power and competition (Schwartz, 2014).
Thus, the popularity of influencers and moderate indi‐
vidualistic values make Belgium an interesting European
case with which the disclosure of the superwoman ideal
can be compared.

2. Method

2.1. Sample

To examine how the top female Instagram influencers
frame their lifestyle, 60 profiles (i.e., 20 Flemish, 20 US
American, and 20 Chinese) were analyzed (Mage = 26.02,
SD = 2.73). The metrics of these accounts can be found
online (see Supplementary Material). First, search terms
related to health and beauty influencers were entered
into the online search engine Google. The search terms
included “top 10 popular Flemish beauty influencers”
and “popular Chinese health influencers” (Boepple et al.,
2016; Cohen et al., 2019). As we aimed to examine
macro‐ and mega‐influencers, the following selection
criteria were used: a) a minimum of 10,000 followers,
b) a minimum of 100 posts, and c) content related to
fashion/beauty or exercising/food (Cohen et al., 2019;
Oliveira et al., 2019). Per category, the first 10 influ‐
encers we encountered in rankings and who met the
selection criteria were selected, ensuring variation in the
content (e.g., food, fitness, yoga, make‐up, fashion, and
beauty products) and reach (10,000–12,820,800 follow‐

ers). Finally, the 20 most recent posts were retrieved,
resulting in a final sample of 1,200 Instagram posts.
Likes on posts tend to stabilize after approximately one
day (Cotter, 2019; Yau & Reich, 2019). Therefore the
researchers ensured that the sampled posts remained
online for at least two days at the moment of coding.
Because embedded links were used during the coding
process, a deleted post was replaced with the next most
recent post of the influencer. Therefore, a small portion
of the sample (0.4%) was online for less than two days.
The researchers examined only the first picture or video
of a post.

2.2. Qualitative Framing Analysis

To explore recurring roles in female influencers’ lifestyle
presentations (RQ1a), an inductive framing analysis was
conducted. The main goal was the construction of a
frame package, which included a core frame, the reason‐
ing devices, and the framing devices (Van Gorp, 2007).
The core frame involves the central idea (i.e., role), while
the framing devices refer to the indicators fromwhich the
core frame can be recognized (e.g., images). Finally, rea‐
soning devices indicate the frame’s conceptual content
(e.g., definition). Together, these concepts form a cogni‐
tive scheme to properly interpret the message (Gamson
& Modigliani, 1989). To perform this analysis, a random
subsample of 30% of the posts (N = 360) was selected.

2.2.1. Analysis Procedure

The framing analysis was performed in three phases by
two experienced researchers (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
First, posts were analyzed using an open coding system.
All textual and visual elements of the postswere assigned
individual codes. Next, codes that referred to similar pre‐
sentationswere combined as overarching roles (i.e., axial
coding). This final list was checked for completeness by
verifying whether each post could be classified under
at least one specified role. Finally, frame packages were
created based on the identified framing and reasoning
devices and can be found online (see Supplementary
Material). The frame itself referred to a specific role that
was expressed through a combination of visual and tex‐
tual elements. The researchers repeatedly re‐evaluated
the constructed frames until a saturation point was
reached and no new frames could be detected.

2.2.2. Six Dominant Roles

The inductive framing analysis resulted in six core frames
or roles. The first role, named “the beauty,” focuses
on the influencer herself and her beauty. This role is
expressed through posts in which she is mostly alone
and does not engage in meaningful activities (e.g., selfie).
In the second role, named “the caring person,” the influ‐
encer attempts to emphasize meaningful relationships
(e.g., family and friends). This role is expressed through
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pictureswith loved ones and expressing emotions toward
them in the caption. In the third role, named “the busy
bee,” the influencer wants to be considered a busy and
exciting person. This role is expressed through posts
about noteworthy activities (e.g., social events and fes‐
tivals). In the fourth role, named “the achiever,” the influ‐
encer wants to be seen as a go‐getter and hard worker.
This role is expressed through posts about achievements
(e.g., awards). In the fifth role, named “the role model,”
the influencer wants to be perceived as an inspiring per‐
son who encourages followers to improve themselves.
This role is predominantly expressed through inspira‐
tional quotes in pictures or captions. The final role,
named “the expert,” emphasizes the influencer’s exper‐
tise. Shewants to portray herself as a knowledgeable and
credible teacher. This role is expressed through posting,
for example, beauty tips or food recipes.

2.3. Quantitative Coding Analysis

Next, a coding manual was developed to quantitatively
analyze the complete sample of Instagramposts. In a pre‐
liminary phase, two independent coders tested the cod‐
ingmanual on a separate sample to compare coding deci‐
sions and resolve disagreements (N = 360, 𝜅 = .73–1.00).
Next, the first author extensively trained another inde‐
pendent coder, and each coded 20% of the full sample
(N = 240) to evaluate intercoder reliability. The measures
were reliable (𝜅 = .83–1; McHugh, 2012).

2.3.1. Coding Manual

First, the number of likes was assessed. Next, sexual‐
ization was measured by coding the influencer’s facial
expression (1 = neutral, 2 = sexy, 3 = funny, or 4 = smil‐
ing; Hund, 2017), visibility of body parts (0 = none, 1 = low
body‐ism, 2 = average body‐ism, 3 = high body‐ism, and
4 = sexualized body parts), type of clothing (1 = unreveal‐
ing, 2 = tight fit, 3 =medium revealing, and 4 = revealing),
and amount ofmake‐up (0 = no, 1 = excessive, and 2 = nat‐
ural; Cohen et al., 2019; Smolak et al., 2014). Finally,
the coder indicated whether or not (0 = no, 1 = yes)
each of the roles were present. These roles were present
when the post as awhole (i.e., picture/video and caption)
clearly matched the definition. In cases where two (or
more) roles appeared simultaneously, both were coded
as present.

2.4. Measures

To accurately analyze differences in the number of likes
between roles and across cultures (RQ3, RQ5b), a new
variable (i.e., type of role) was created. The dichotomous
roles were recoded into one categorical variable (1 = the
beauty, 2 = the caring person, 3 = the busy bee, 4 = the
achiever, 5 = the rolemodel, 6 = the expert, and 7 = a com‐
bination of roles). Moreover, to analyze differences in
sexualization (RQ4), the four sexualization variableswere

transformed into dichotomous variables. Posts received
a score of 1 if their facial expressions were sexy, their
body parts were sexualized, their clothing was (medium)
revealing, and they wore excessive make‐up. Otherwise,
they received a score of 0 on these variables. Afterwards,
a new variable (i.e., level of sexualization) was created,
with scores reaching from 0 = not at all sexualized to
4 = extremely sexualized.

2.5. Analytical Strategy

The presence of roles across and within posts (RQ1b,
RQ2) was analyzed using descriptive statistics. As the
sample includedmultiple posts per influencer, multilevel
models were conducted in R using the lme4 package
(Bates et al., 2015). To assess differences in the level
of sexualization (RQ3), we performed a multilevel linear
regression with “type of role” as the explanatory vari‐
able and “level of sexualization” as the outcome variable.
Similarly, to examine whether the recognized roles dif‐
fered in the number of likes they received (RQ4), we per‐
formed a multilevel linear regression with “type of role”
as the explanatory variable and the number of likes as
the outcome variable. Given that the number of likes var‐
ied considerably among the influencers, this variablewas
weighted. Posts thus scored a higher (positive) or lower
(negative) number of likes compared to the average num‐
ber of likes (0) the influencer received. To assess whether
these differences are culturally dependent (RQ5b), an
interaction term between “type of role” and culture was
entered into the previous multilevel linear regression.
The new variable “type of role,” culture, and an interac‐
tion term between these two were thus included as cat‐
egorical explanatory variables, while the number of likes
was included as the outcome variable. Since R automati‐
cally dummy codes the categorical variables, such linear
regressions allow us to compare each of the roles and
cultures with the reference category. The reference cate‐
gory in this casewas the first category listed. For the type
of role, this reference category was the beauty, and for
culture, it was American. The reference categories can
be changedwith the relevel() function (Bates et al., 2015).
Finally, to assess cultural differences in the occurrence of
roles (RQ5a), multilevel binary logistic regressions were
conducted, with culture as a categorical explanatory vari‐
able and the roles as binary outcome variables. Similar
to multilevel linear regressions, the categorical variable
was also automatically dummy‐coded, which allowed us
to discover whether the likelihood of using a certain role
differed between cultures.

3. Results

3.1. Presence of Roles (RQ1b, RQ2)

The beauty was present in 32.7% of the posts (N = 392)
and was therefore the most highlighted role. The busy
bee (25.6%, N = 307) and the expert (17.9%, N = 215)
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appeared to be the second and third most emphasized
roles, while the caring person, the achiever, and the role
model were less popular and present in 11.5% (N = 138),
2.9% (N = 35), and 0.9% (N = 11) of the posts, respec‐
tively. In 7.4% of the posts (N = 90), multiple roles
appeared simultaneously. The beauty and the busy bee
(4.4%, N = 53) appeared to be the most used combina‐
tion of roles (e.g., vacation bikini selfie). Another popu‐
lar combination was the caring person and the busy bee
(1.3%,N = 16; e.g., group of friends celebrating a festival).

3.2. Differences in the Level of Sexualization (RQ3)

According to the results, none of the posts were
extremely sexualized, 0.2%were sexualized (i.e., score of
three on sexualization), and 10.2% were moderately sex‐
ualized (i.e., score of two on sexualization). A few posts
depicting the expert (0.5%) and a combination of roles
(1%) were sexualized. Similarly, a minority of the posts
depicting the beauty (18.4%), the role model (9.1%), the
achiever (8.6%), a combination of roles (7.8%), the busy
bee (7.2%), the caring person (5.1%), and the expert
(4.2%) were moderately sexualized.

Significant differences in sexualization were present
(𝜒2(6) = 132.61, p < .001). The beauty was more sex‐
ualized than the caring person (p < .001), the busy
bee (p < .001), the achiever (p < .001), the role model
(p < .001), and the expert (p < .001). The caring person
was less sexualized than the busy bee (p = .02) and a com‐
bination of roles (p < .001). The busy bee was more sexu‐
alized than the expert (p < .001) but less sexualized than
a combination of roles (p = .04). Finally, the role model
(p = .04) and the expert (p < .001) were less sexualized
than a combination of roles. An overview of all results
can be found in Table 1.

3.3. Differences in Number of Likes (RQ4)

Significant differences in the number of likes were
present as well (𝜒2(6) = 66.20, p < .001). The beauty
received more likes than the busy bee (p < .001), the
role model (p < .001), and the expert (p < .001). Similarly,
the caring person received more likes than the busy bee
(p = .02), the role model (p < .001), and the expert
(p < .001). The busy bee, in turn, received fewer likes than
the achiever (p = .01) and a combination of roles (p < .001)
but more likes than the role model (p < .001) and the
expert (p = .02). The achiever receivedmore likes than the
role model (p < .001) and the expert (p < .001), while the
role model received fewer likes than the expert (p = .03)
and a combination of roles (p < .001). Finally, the expert
received fewer likes than a combination of roles (p < .001).
An overview of all results can be found in Table 2.

3.4. Cultural Differences (RQ5)

The beauty, the caring person, and the role model
were emphasized more in the posts of Chinese and

US‐American influencers than Flemish ones. Next, the
busy bee was emphasized more in the posts of Flemish
and Chinese influencers, compared to US‐American
influencers. This difference appeared to be significant
(𝜒2(2) = 13.98, p < .001) for both Flemish (p < .001) and
Chinese influencers (p = .03). Flemish influencers were
3.11 times andChinese influencerswere 1.95 timesmore
likely to emphasize the busy bee than US‐American influ‐
encers. Moreover, the expert and the achiever occurred
more in the posts of Flemish and US‐American influ‐
encers than those of Chinese. For the achiever, this dif‐
ference was significant (𝜒2(2) = 6.76, p = .03) for both
US‐American (p = .01) and Flemish influencers (p = .03).
Chinese influencers were 4.35 times less likely to empha‐
size this role compared to US‐American influencers and
3.33 times less likely compared to Flemish influencers.
An overview of all results can be found in Table 3. Finally,
both culture (𝜒2(2) = .17, p = .92) and the interaction term
between type of role and culture (𝜒2(12) = 13.32, p = .35)
were not significant predictors of differences in the num‐
ber of likes.

4. Discussion

A framing analysis of 60 female Instagram influencers’
profile posts (N = 1,200) revealed that they generally
emphasize six roles in their presentations, which focus
on their appearance (i.e., the beauty), relationships
(i.e., the caring person), activities (i.e., the busy bee),
achievements (i.e., the achiever), wisdom (i.e., the role
model), and expertise (i.e., the expert). By highlighting
these roles, influencers illustrate their excellence and
compliance with the superwoman ideal. However, not
all these roles seem to be equally important to focus
on. The beauty, the busy bee, and the expert are the
most commonly highlighted roles, meaning that it is
most important to be beautiful, have an exciting life,
and be an expert in your field. Similar to Fountaine’s
(2017) study, multiple roles often appear within one
post to further emphasize their perfection in various life
domains simultaneously.

Although the beauty, the busy bee, and the expert
occur most frequently, the expert received fewer likes
compared to the other roles. The achiever, the caring
person, and the beauty received, on average, the most
likes. In line with previous research, appearance and
meaningful relationships are most appreciated by the
audience (Park & Lee, 2017). Furthermore, moderate
forms of sexualization largely appear in posts highlight‐
ing beauty and to a lesser extent in other posts, which
is not surprising given that beauty is mainly focused
on appearance and therefore lends itself more to sexu‐
alization. Female influencers are presumably aware of
the fact that sexualized content might be inconsistent
with other, non‐appearance‐related roles and therefore
reduce sexualized content to secure their status as a
superwoman (Harrison & Secarea, 2010). As beauty is
the most common, the most popular, as well as the
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Table 1. Differences in sexualization between roles.
1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.

B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t

1. The beauty — — —
M = .85

2. The caring person −.44*** .06 −7.25 — —
M = .36

3. The busy bee −.30*** .05 −6.47 .15* .06 2.31 — —
M = .53

4. The achiever −.35*** .11 −3.28 .09 .11 .80 −.06 .11 −.52 — — —
M = .63

5. The role model −.55*** .19 −2.95 −.11 .19 −.58 −.26 .19 −1.37 −.20 .21 −.95 — — —
M = .18

6. The expert −.58*** .06 −10.37 −.13 .07 −1.90 −.28*** .06 −4.87 −.22 .11 −2.00 −.02 .19 −.11 — — —
M = .24

7. Combination −.14 .07 −1.96 .30*** .08 3.61 .16∗ .07 2.09 .21 .12 1.73 .41* .20 2.10 .43*** .08 5.45
M = .65
Notes: This table represents the differences in level of sexualization (outcome variable) between each of the roles (predictor variable); Columns represent the reference category (= 0); The value of M
represents the average level of sexualization within each role (on a scale of 0 to 4) * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Table 2. Differences in the number of likes between roles.
1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.

B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t

1. The beauty — — —
M = 38,652.50

2. The caring person −.06 .09 −.66 — — —
M = 51,460.75

3. The busy bee −.29*** .07 −4.05 −.23* .10 −2.38 — — —
M = 23,333.85

4. The achiever .12 .17 .47 .18 .18 1.02 .42* .17 2.45 — — —
M = 74,464

5. The role model −1.15*** .29 −3.95 −1.09*** .29 −3.65 −.85** .29 −2.93 −1.27*** .33 −3.86 — —
M = 19,407.45

6. The expert −.50*** .08 −6.17 −.44*** .10 −4.21 −.20* .08 −2.42 −.62*** .17 −3.58 .65* .29 2.21 — —
M = 14,622.73

7. Combination .06 .11 .61 .27 .13 1.02 .36** .11 3.29 −.06 .19 −.31 1.21*** .30 4.02 .56*** .11 4.92
M = 6,253.97
Notes: This table represents the differences in the number of likes (outcome variable) between each of the roles (predictor variable); Columns represent the reference category (= 0); The value of M
represents the average number of likes on each role; * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Table 3. Cultural differences in the use of roles.

95% CI Lower 95% CI Upper Flemish US American Chinese
B SE OR bound bound % % %

1. The beauty −.08a .40a .92a .42a 2.02a 21.5% 36.3% 40.3%
.32b .39b 1.37b .63b 2.97b
−.39c .40c .67c .31c 1.47c

2. The caring person −.38a .37a .68a .33a 1.42a 8.0% 14.2% 12.3%
−.06b .36b .94b .46b 1.92b
−.33c .37c .72c .35c 1.50c

3. The busy bee 1.13***a .30a 3.11a 1.71a 5.65a 28.2% 19.5% 29%
.67*b .31b 1.95b 1.07b 3.56b
.46c .30c 1.59c .89c 2.85c

4. The achiever −.23a .42a .79a .35a 1.81a 3.3% 4.8% .8%
−1.45*b .56b .23b .08b .71b
1.22*c .57c 3.39c 1.10c 10.46c

5. The role model −.25a 1.40a .28a .02a 4.35a .3% 1.3% 1.3%
−1.28b 1.11b .78b .09b 6.84b
−1.03c 1.44c .36c .02c 5.99c

6. The expert .02a .45a 1.02a .42a 2.50a 19.5% 22.8% 11.5%
−.76b .47b .47b .19b 1.18b
.78c .47c 2.19c .87c 5.48c

Notes: This table represents the differences in usage of roles (outcome variable) between each of the cultures (predictor variable);
a Flemish influencers compared to US‐American influencers; b Chinese influencers compared to US‐American influencers; c Flemish
influencers compared to Chinese influencers; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

most sexualized role, followers will probably acknowl‐
edge this role as most important to focus on (Wirtz et al.,
2018). As such, the critique on the sexualized nature of
female influencers is justified as the idea remains that,
above all, one has to be beautiful and sexy (Pilgrim &
Bohnet‐Joschko, 2019).

As young women are engaged in the process of iden‐
tity formation, they might internalize the idea that they
have to be superwomen to succeed in life (Heather,
2008). Therefore, knowledge of how influencers strate‐
gically frame their lifestyle is important, because such
presentations presumably shape young women’s under‐
standing of what it means to be a superwoman (Heather,
2008). As such, they are constantly encouraged to excel
in multiple domains (e.g., appearance and social life) to
avoid the fear of not performing well enough (Glynn
et al., 2009). This constant pressure possibly leads to
role overload, which refers to the feeling of being over‐
whelmed by the high number of roles one has to man‐
age (Glynn et al., 2009). However, such presentations
might also be inspirational and encourage young women
to improve themselves (Meier & Schäfer, 2018). Future
research should explore how influencers’ superwomen
presentations can both negatively and positively affect
young women and under which circumstances such out‐
comes occur.

Finally, the most important roles (i.e., beauty, experi‐
ence, and expertise) have an individualistic connotation,
which supports the idea that the superwoman ideal is
predominantly Western (Glynn et al., 2009; Mensinger
et al., 2007). According to the results, small cultural
differences exist regarding the roles of the busy bee
and the achiever. In line with the literature on cultural
orientations (Schwartz, 2014), US‐American influencers
seem less focused on exciting activities than Flemish and
Chinese influencers but more focused on achievements.
The absence of other cultural differences suggests that
the superwoman ideal is similar across cultures, which
supports the idea of the Westernization of cultural con‐
structs, such as the superwoman ideal (Schroeder, 2016).

Although this study reveals interesting insights, some
limitations exist. First, we focused only on Instagram,
while other platforms (e.g., TikTok) generate different
types of content and might therefore highlight differ‐
ent roles. Second, only persistent content was analyzed
(e.g., pictures), while influencers presumably present
themselves as less flawless in ephemeral content (e.g.,
stories) given the temporal nature of such content.
Additionally, Instagram has recently added the option
to conceal the number of likes on posts. At the time
of sampling, this option was not yet available and
therefore does not bias our results. However, future
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research should explore whether this option affects how
influencers present themselves according to the super‐
woman ideal. Moreover, as Instagram is inaccessible to
Chinese inhabitants, the selected Chinese influencers
supposedly reside in a neighboring country or use a VPN
to access Instagram. As they cannot properly reach their
Chinese audience, they might have adapted their con‐
tent to an international audience, which explains the
absence of cultural differences. Finally, only health and
beauty influencers were taken into account, whichmight
explain the dominance of the appearance role. Future
research should explorewhether influencers on different
topics (e.g., travel) provide different superwoman roles.

We can conclude that although beauty was the most
important role that influencers emphasized, being a car‐
ing, exciting, high‐achieving, inspiring, and knowledge‐
able person seems to be a substantial part of a super‐
woman as well. These roles are generalizable across
cultures, which implies that young women worldwide
are exposed to nearly identical presentations of what it
means to be a successful superwoman.
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