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Review Article
Abstract

Background and Aim: In the contemporary era, virtual social networks are crucial components of neoliberal
power technologies, serving as arenas for the production and reproduction of neoliberal values. This study aims
to investigate the role of Instagram in the reproduction of neoliberal values.

Data and Method: This study reviewed research conducted between 2014 and 2024 using a meta-synthesis
approach and the seven-stage model by Sandlewski and Barroso. Out of 842 studies related to Instagram, 162
were selected using relevant keywords. The Kappa index was employed to assess the quality and reliability of
the findings, confirming their appropriateness.

Findings: Through continuous review and synthesis of the primary findings in sub-domains, 11 main areas were
identified and ranked by frequency: value gap, identity, reputation, body management, lifestyle, consumerism,
psychological factors, differentiation, privacy and personal relationships, family, and religious attitude.

Conclusion: The results indicate that Instagram reproduces key elements of the neoliberal worldview in Iranian
society, such as moral fluidity, democratization of fame, celebrity culture, epistemic reflection, virtual narcissism,
digitization of daily life, consumerism, family-centeredness, virtual spirituality, post-privacy ideology, and
information overload.

Keywords: Identification, Instagram, Meta-synthesis, Neoliberalism, Cultural values.

Key Message: In today's world, the utilitarian logic of neoliberalism appears to dominate all aspects of life. Every
domain has embraced neoliberal values, and the space for resistance has become notably fragile. The neo-
liberalization project is rapidly expanding on virtual platforms like Instagram.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The rise of neoliberalism as the new hegemonic model of the capitalist system has been

fundamentally intertwined with the advent of digital technologies. The ontology of
neoliberalism is rooted in the belief that maximizing the range and number of market-based
transactions will maximize societal benefit, thereby enabling the commodification and
integration of all human actions into the market realm. This necessitates the development of
technologies for generating information, as well as the capacity to accumulate, store, transmit,
analyze, and use databases to guide decisions in the global marketplace (Harvey, 2021: 10).
Today, neoliberalism relies on and is sustained by the "gig economy" and the "dot revolution.”
In essence, the extensive and global development of digital capitalism has not only
transformed economic production methods but has also, through the logic of "data
accumulation” in virtual social networks such as Instagram, Twitter, Telegram, and
WhatsApp, profoundly reshaped social, moral, and human values. Under the umbrella of
neoliberalism, we find ourselves surrounded by certain values that shape and guide our
actions. These neoliberal values, grounded in market logic and the development of digital
communication, not only define who we are and how much we are worth but also determine
our expectations of social, cultural, and political norms, ultimately shaping our understanding
of transcendental values (Brown, 2015: 34).

Methods and Data
The meta-synthesis method is one of the qualitative research methods that, like meta-

analysis method, analyzes and integrates a set of past studies to create a comprehensive set,
providing an integrated and deep interpretation of the research problem (Beck, 2002: 214). In
this research, meta-synthesis method has been used to search, design and classify studies
related to the Instagram social network. This method provides a systematic approach for
researchers to combine past research, identify hidden concepts, and expand existing
knowledge (Siu and Long, 2005: 448). Over the past decade, numerous studies have been
conducted in Iran related to the Instagram. Instagram is significant due to its prominent role
in people's daily lives and the issues shared and discussed in this space, making it a crucial
topic for Iranian researchers, especially in the humanities. Accordingly, the meta-synthesis
method can provide researchers with comprehensive and complete findings from previous
studies. In other words, meta-synthesis offers a deep and extensive picture of the research
conducted on Instagram and enhances the generalizability of the research. To achieve the
goals of the current research, Barroso and Sandelowski's meta-synthesis method was used.
This method allows researchers to formulate a specific research question and to search,
select, evaluate, summarize, and combine qualitative findings to answer this question
(Sandelowski and Barroso, 2003).
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Findings

Amogg the 842 research works screened, 323 were initially excluded based on irrelevant
titles. Subsequently, 519 abstracts were reviewed, leading to the rejection of 217 studies due
to their abstracts. An additional 140 studies were excluded due to poor content and quality,
resulting in 162 studies being accepted for analysis. In the proposed model, Instagram's
mechanisms as a space for neo-liberalization are categorized into 11 dimensions. The highest
frequency is associated with moral fluidity, while the lowest frequency is linked
to information exhaustion.

Conclusion and Discussion
Based on the research findings, 11 main components related to the neoliberal worldview

were identified. Neoliberalism is a worldview that some thinkers associate with postmodern
culture, where fixed values are absent and everything is fluid. In Iranian society, millions of
people use Instagram every month. We share photos and videos of our favorite foods, faces,
sights, families, and interests to showcase a part of who we are or aspire to be. Through these
posts, we interact with one another to build deeper relationships, stronger networks, or
personal brands. In today's world, we rarely pause to reflect on how we reached this point or
what this lifestyle signifies.

Given the prevalence of virtual social networks and the implementation of neoliberal
policies in Iranian society over the past few decades, filtering social networks like Instagram
appears futile. Since the introduction of filtering, Instagram’s audience has not decreased but
has instead grown. Therefore, instead of focusing on filtering, it is better to prioritize media
literacy development and raise awareness at different societal levels regarding the virtual
space. Enhancing media literacy can undoubtedly play a significant role in reducing
cyberspace harm in the long term.
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