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Abstract

This study aimed to critically examine the mechanisms through which gender stereotypes are reproduced in Persian-language pop
psychology content on Instagram. This qualitative study employed reflexive thematic analysis based on Braun and Clarke’s framework.
The population consisted of Persian-language Instagram pages focused on pop psychology. Using purposive sampling, three pages with
over 120,000 followers were selected. Data included more than 100 posts and captions collected over a six-month period and analyzed
using MAXQDA 2020. The analytical process followed six phases: familiarization, initial coding, theme generation, review, definition,
and reporting. Trustworthiness was ensured through peer debriefing, triangulation, thick description, and inter-coder reliability
assessment, yielding a Cohen’s kappa coefficient of 0.85. The findings revealed that Instagram pop psychology content systematically
reproduces gender stereotypes. Four major themes emerged: naturalization of men’s economic roles, reinforcement of gendered
personality dualities, emphasis on women’s biological and normative constraints, and legitimization of gendered division of labor. These
patterns operate through mechanisms such as normalization, norm-setting, and media framing, ultimately reinforcing gender inequalities.
The results indicate that pop psychology content on Instagram actively contributes to the persistence and reinforcement of gender
stereotypes. This highlights the need for media literacy interventions, critical awareness, and policy measures to counter stereotypical
representations.

Keywords: gender stereotypes, pop psychology, Instagram, thematic analysis, media representation, gender studies
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
Gender, as a fundamental social construct, plays a central role in shaping individual identity, social

expectations, and behavioral norms. Evidence suggests that the internalization of gender roles begins early in



childhood, with individuals gradually forming cognitive schemas about what is considered appropriate
behavior for men and women (Li, 2025; Santoniccolo et al., 2023). These schemas often take the form of
gender stereotypes, which function as cognitive shortcuts but also impose rigid constraints on personal
development and social participation (Priyashantha et al., 2023). Gender stereotypes have been shown to
influence a wide range of outcomes, including self-efficacy, career aspirations, and emotional expression, often
reinforcing inequalities, particularly for women (Iraola-Real & Carvalho, 2025; Tabassum & Nayak, 2021).
From a theoretical perspective, gender stereotypes are deeply rooted in social structures and are maintained
through continuous interaction between individual cognition and societal norms. Social role theory posits that
observed differences in social roles between men and women lead to the formation of stereotypical
expectations, which in turn shape future behaviors and reinforce existing inequalities (Eagly et al., 2020;
Koenig & Eagly, 2019). Despite societal progress and increased gender equality in many domains, these
stereotypes persist, often adapting to new contexts rather than disappearing (Ellemers, 2018; Hermann et al.,
2022).

In the contemporary media landscape, social media platforms have become a powerful force in shaping and
disseminating cultural narratives about gender. The widespread use of platforms such as Instagram has resulted
in continuous exposure to curated and algorithmically amplified content, which can significantly influence
users’ perceptions and attitudes (Auxier & Sanderson, 2021). These platforms not only reflect societal norms
but actively participate in their construction through mechanisms such as algorithmic curation and influencer-
driven communication (Bishop, 2021; Cocker et al., 2021). User-generated content further intensifies this
process, as individuals often conform to dominant aesthetic and narrative trends, leading to homogenization
of representations (Phua et al., 2017; Yau & Reich, 2019).

Within this context, the phenomenon of “pop psychology” has emerged as a highly influential form of content
on social media. Pop psychology simplifies complex psychological concepts into accessible and emotionally
appealing messages, often prioritizing engagement over scientific accuracy (Gill & Orgad, 2018). Research
indicates that such content can have a strong impact on audiences, particularly when presented in visually
engaging formats, and may contribute to the persistence of misinformation and stereotypical beliefs (Walter
& Tukachinsky, 2020).

Theoretical frameworks such as cultivation theory and framing theory provide further insight into how media
influences gender perceptions. Cultivation theory suggests that repeated exposure to consistent media
messages can shape individuals’ perceptions of reality, making stereotypical representations appear normal
and natural (Stein et al., 2021). Framing theory, on the other hand, emphasizes the role of media in selecting
and highlighting certain aspects of reality, thereby influencing how audiences interpret information (Msughter
et al., 2023). These frameworks are particularly relevant in the context of social media, where content is

strategically designed to maximize engagement and influence.



Additionally, social dominance theory offers a macro-level explanation for the persistence of gender
inequalities, suggesting that hierarchical social structures are maintained through cultural narratives and
legitimizing myths (Mifune et al., 2019; Vargas-Salfate et al., 2018). Gender stereotypes function as such
myths, reinforcing unequal power relations and limiting opportunities for marginalized groups. Empirical
studies in organizational and professional contexts demonstrate that these stereotypes continue to hinder
women’s advancement and reinforce structural barriers (Adisa et al., 2020; Akanji et al., 2024; Pearlman,
2019).

Despite the growing body of research on gender stereotypes and media, there is a notable gap in the literature
regarding the role of pop psychology content on Persian-language Instagram. Given the cultural specificity of
media representations and the rapid growth of social media usage, it is crucial to examine how gender
stereotypes are reproduced in this context. Therefore, the present study aims to explore the mechanisms
through which gender stereotypes are constructed and reinforced in Instagram-based pop psychology content.
Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design using reflexive thematic analysis to explore patterns of
meaning within social media content. The research focused on Persian-language Instagram pages dedicated to
pop psychology, self-help, and relationship advice. A purposive sampling strategy was used to select pages
that met specific criteria, including a high number of followers, consistent content production, and the presence
of gender-related themes. Three Instagram pages with more than 120,000 followers were selected for analysis.
The unit of analysis consisted of posts, including both visual elements and accompanying captions. Data were
collected over a six-month period to ensure sufficient diversity and depth. More than 100 posts were gathered
and systematically organized for analysis. The data collection process involved capturing screenshots of posts
and converting them into textual format for coding.

The analysis followed a six-phase process: familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes,
identification of themes, review and refinement of themes, definition and naming of themes, and production
of the final report. The process was iterative and involved continuous comparison between data segments to
ensure consistency and depth of interpretation. Measures were taken to ensure the trustworthiness of the
findings, including peer review, triangulation, and maintaining a detailed audit trail. Inter-coder reliability was
assessed using Cohen’s kappa coefficient, indicating a high level of agreement between coders.

Findings

The analysis resulted in the identification of four major themes reflecting the systematic reproduction of gender
stereotypes in Instagram pop psychology content. The first theme was the naturalization of men’s economic
roles, where men were consistently portrayed as providers and financial decision-makers. These roles were
often presented as inherent and biologically determined, reinforcing traditional expectations.

The second theme involved the reinforcement of gendered personality dualities. Men were depicted as rational,

strong, and emotionally controlled, while women were portrayed as emotional, dependent, and nurturing.



These representations emphasized binary distinctions and limited the range of acceptable behaviors for both
genders.

The third theme highlighted the emphasis on women’s biological and normative constraints, particularly in
relation to marriage and fertility. Content frequently stressed the importance of age-related milestones for
women, framing them as critical determinants of personal value and success.

The fourth theme concerned the legitimization of gendered division of labor. Women were predominantly
associated with domestic and caregiving roles, while men were linked to professional and leadership positions.
These representations reinforced traditional social structures and discouraged deviation from established
norms.

Overall, the findings revealed that pop psychology content operates through mechanisms such as
normalization, simplification, and emotional appeal to reproduce and reinforce gender stereotypes.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that Instagram-based pop psychology content plays an active role in
reproducing and reinforcing gender stereotypes. By presenting traditional gender roles as natural and desirable,
such content contributes to the maintenance of existing social hierarchies. The naturalization of men’s
economic roles and women’s domestic responsibilities reflects broader societal patterns and aligns with
theoretical perspectives on social role formation.

The reinforcement of binary personality traits further illustrates how media content shapes perceptions of
gender identity. By limiting acceptable behaviors to stereotypical norms, these representations constrain
individual expression and perpetuate inequality. The emphasis on women’s biological roles highlights the
continued influence of cultural expectations on gendered experiences, often placing disproportionate pressure
on women.

The role of social media algorithms and engagement-driven content production cannot be overlooked. The
prioritization of popular and emotionally engaging content creates a feedback loop that amplifies stereotypical
narratives. Influencers and content creators, intentionally or not, contribute to this cycle by producing material
that aligns with audience expectations.

In conclusion, this study underscores the need for critical engagement with social media content and highlights
the importance of media literacy in addressing gender stereotypes. By understanding the mechanisms through
which these stereotypes are reproduced, researchers, educators, and policymakers can develop strategies to

promote more inclusive and equitable representations of gender in digital spaces.
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