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1 Case background

Instagram, one of the world’s leading social media platforms, has achieved significant success
by providing users with a visually driven, interactive space for self-expression, connection,
and content sharing. With over a billion active users, it has become a major platform for
individuals, influencers, and businesses to connect with broader audiences.

[5C’s for Instagram] At its core, Instagram operates on a platform business model, where the
network effect is key to its success. Its revenue is primarily generated through advertising
(sponsored posts, stories, and videos) and e-commerce features that allow direct-to-consumer
sales. The platform serves three main customer groups: Users who share content and connect
with others, Advertisers who promote their products, and Content Creators who produce
engaging material. Instagram’s collaborators include business partners who integrate its content
and the influencers who attract large audiences. The competitive landscape includes direct
rivals like TikTok and Facebook, and indirect competitors such as news websites and discussion
forums like Reddit. Furthermore, Instagram must navigate a complex regulatory environment,
particularly concerning data privacy, online speech, and censorship.

Despite its popularity, Instagram faces the challenge of maintaining high levels of user engage-
ment and growth, especially as competition from other platforms intensifies.

In this consulting project, you are hired as a data science consultant to help Instagram improve
user engagement. Your task is to propose innovative business ideas based on established
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consumer behaviour theories and then design an A/B/N testing plan to rigorously evaluate
their effectiveness. The goal is to provide data-driven recommendations that can demonstrably
increase user activity on the platform.

Figure 1: Screenshot of A Nobody’s Instagram

2 Gamification strategies for Instagram

Gamification offers a promising approach to deepen engagement and retain users. By creating
a more interactive and rewarding experience, it aligns with Instagram’s focus on community
building and personal expression. In recent years, gamification has emerged as a powerful tool
in marketing, aimed at enhancing user engagement and loyalty. It involves integrating game-like
elements—such as points, badges, and rewards—into non-game contexts to make experiences
more enjoyable (Seaborn and Fels 2015). By tapping into fundamental human motivations
like achievement and competition, gamification encourages users to interact more frequently
and meaningfully with a platform. From loyalty programmes to interactive challenges, these
strategies are designed to increase user activity and foster a deeper emotional connection to
the brand.

Social media platforms, in particular, are leveraging gamification to boost user engagement and
retention. With features like badges, leaderboards, and interactive challenges, these platforms
aim to make user interactions feel rewarding and enjoyable. In this case study, we will explore
how gamification can be effectively applied to Instagram, using psychological and behavioural
economic theories to design features that drive user engagement.

2.1 Social comparison theory

Social comparison theory, first articulated by Leon Festinger in 1954, proposes that people
possess a fundamental drive to evaluate their opinions, abilities, and performance. When
objective standards (e.g. a test score benchmark) are unavailable or ambiguous, individuals
turn to others as social yardsticks. The closer and more similar the comparison target, the
more diagnostic the information tends to be for self-evaluation.



There are three broad directions of comparison:

o Upward comparison (looking to someone slightly “better”) can inspire improvement, goal
setting, and learning. However, if the gap feels unattainable it may trigger discouragement
or reduced self-esteem.

o Downward comparison (to someone “worse”) can protect self-image and generate reassur-
ance, but may also reduce motivation if it creates complacency.

o Lateral (or horizontal) comparison (to someone similar) often yields the most accurate
calibration of one’s own performance and norms of appropriate behaviour.

Motivations for comparison span accuracy (“Am I performing well?”), self-improvement (“How
can I get better?”), and self-enhancement (“Can I feel good about my standing?”). Emotional
outcomes therefore range from admiration and inspiration to envy or relief, depending on
direction and perceived attainability. Platform design can influence which of these dominate
by curating what metrics are visible and which peers are surfaced (e.g. suggesting similarly
active creators rather than only mega-influencers).

On social media, algorithmic feeds, follower counts, engagement tallies (likes, saves, shares), and
badges create a dense comparison environment. This can accelerate learning and content quality
improvement (users emulate high-performing formats or posting cadence), but also risks negative
affect (envy, anxiety, performance pressure). Thoughtful implementation therefore balances
motivational gains with safeguards—Ilimiting extreme upward gaps, providing constructive
feedback (e.g. trend vs peers of similar size), and highlighting progress (streaks or percentile
movement) rather than raw absolute rank alone.

Key design implications for Instagram:

1. Relevance: Show users comparison cohorts matched on niche, follower band, or recent
activity to maintain attainability.

2. Directional framing: Pair upward exemplars with actionable tips (“Accounts gaining
similar engagement increased Stories by 20% this week”).

3. Progress orientation: Display movement (“You moved up 3 places among fitness creators”)
rather than a static rank to sustain momentum.

4. Well-being guardrails: Provide optional visibility controls or private analytics dashboards
to reduce public pressure, and integrate reminders about healthy usage if large downward
swings occur.

5. Multidimensional metrics: Rotate different engagement dimensions (saves, meaningful
comments, shares) to avoid over-fixation on a single vanity metric.

Applying these principles, a leaderboard or comparative insights panel can harness beneficial
upward and lateral comparisons while mitigating unhealthy extremes.

By creating a leaderboard, users could see their standings based on metrics like follower
engagement, post interactions, or content quality. Ranking users against one another could
motivate them to post more frequently, improve content quality, or engage more with other



users’ posts. The leaderboard would provide real-time feedback, fostering both upward and
downward comparisons. Users higher up the leaderboard would feel motivated to maintain their
status, while those lower might be motivated to increase their activity to climb the ranks.
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Figure 2: Social Comparison Theory

Fitness apps often incorporate social comparison to keep users motivated. For example, a
fitness app might display a leaderboard that ranks users by steps taken, calories burned, or
workout streaks. Users can compare their progress with friends or a larger community. This
often motivates users to stay active and improve their standing. By allowing users to see both
how they compare to others and celebrate their achievements, such apps encourage regular
engagement and goal completion. Companies like Strava, which adds social aspects to running
and cycling, have successfully used this approach to drive sustained engagement.

Question 1
Think about how Instagram could leverage Social Comparison Theory to increase user

engagement. Provide a specific example of a feature or mechanism that Instagram could
implement to encourage social comparison among users.

3 Testing proposals using A/B/N testing

We have proposed various strategies to boost user activity on Instagram. Now, we need to
design an A/B/N testing plan to evaluate the effectiveness of these strategies.

3.1 Step 1: Decide on the Unit of Randomisation



Question 2

e What would be the best unit of randomisation?
e What are the potential problems for spillover and crossover?

3.2 Step 2: Decide on Randomisation Allocation Scheme

Question 3

e How should we determine the randomisation scheme?

3.3 Step 3: Decide on Sample Selection and Treatment Duration

Question 4

e What is the sample size we need?

3.4 Step 4: Collect Data

Question 5

e What data should we collect?

3.5 Step 5: Interpreting Results from a Field Experiment

Question 6

e Once data are collected, how can we test our hypothesis?

Based on the analyses, it seems that both proposal A and proposal B have a significant
positive impact on user engagement. However, we need to consider the costs and feasibility of
implementing these features on Instagram. By conducting A/B/N testing, we can evaluate the
effectiveness of different gamification strategies and make data-driven decisions to optimise

user engagement on the platform.
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