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ABSTRACT 

 

Understanding why people use social media provides an insight into the nature of behaviours in social networking 

where sharing images or photos and like other users’ posts are some preferred social media user’s behaviours. Theory 

of Uses and Gratifications posits that the audience actively chooses a type of media that suits their needs. Motivations 

are explained by the questions of why users use social media and what gratifications they derive from their use, and 

whether they prefer to use images rather than texts or even videos. Prior studies found that there are distinctly different 

gratifications resulting from the use of images in social media. This research paper hereby explores a thematic review 

of the top journals regarding the motives of image use in social media from the year 2017 to 2020.  The strategy of the 

research was to investigate through a comprehensive number of review articles on the images used in social media and 

the result was then analysed. From the literature, the findings of the code-to-document report have highlighted several 

research patterns or themes in the motives of image use in social media. The results benefit the future direction of later 

research and narrow the gap between research solutions on image use in social media in the context of gratifications. 
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1.0  INTRODUCTION 

 
Social media platforms have become popular in recent years, as they can transform the way people communicate with 

each other [1]. It is found that every day, people spend a significant amount of time on social media platforms by liking , 

commenting, or sharing status updates with one another through online activities [2]. It has turned into a preferred media, 

and users appear to constantly follow and use it as a one that gratifies more from their use. Prior studies have discussed 

that most of the research are  focused on the motives behind the general use of social media depending on the needs of the 

individual[3]–[5]. In addition, users will experience specific gratifications and associate specific possibilities or desires 

when they are using the social media features such as sharing of images [6], [7]. It happens as the Internet is increasing in 

its visual representation. Image is the utmost trending feature for online social media use [8]. As famously known, an 

“image may be worth a thousand words on social media” where every image contains its meaning and story [9], [10]. 

Moreover, gratifications do exhibit the user's motive in getting support and achieving the desired image to be used in social 

media [11], [12].  

 

Uses and Gratification Theory (UGT) is the theory behind this research which is on motives of using social media. UGT 

has been an effective theory for the investigation of social media problems since it is concerned with the intentions of 

individuals in interacting with one another while using the media [5]. Through UGT, researchers are able to identify the 

different motives of social media usage that will provide a deeper understanding of the behaviour and impact of different 

users [13]. Information seeking  and entertainment are some of the motives [13]. This is supported by [14], where UGT 

motives are contributing as the significant factors on user’s intentions and behaviours towards contents, engaging and 

continuing to use image in social media. In UGT, there are different gratifications when using images in social media 

[15]–[17], Therefore, this has led to the identification of gratifications which are hedonic gratifications, social 

gratifications, and utilitarian gratifications [18].  

 

Based on the above discussion, it is found that the UGT approach is considered a well-established approach to media 

studies [16], [19], [20]. However, the research studies on social media gratifications are limited [21]. It is also unclear 

what roles does image plays in gratifying a user’s needs. Moreover, some researchers did focus on different aspects of 

gratifications for different use of social media [22]. In considering the prevalence of image use in social media, this 

research paper used a systematic literature review methodology where the literature related to social media gratifications 



How Popular is Social Media Image Gratification as a Research Theme in Top Journals? pp.,75-84 

76 

Malaysian Journal of Computer Science. Advances in Applied Science and Technology Research Special Issue 1/2021 

are from the year 2017 to 2020. A systematic literature review methodology is a suitable since it uses existing literature to 

address research questions and can serve as a basis for future study [23], [24]. 

 

The structure of the research paper is as follows: Section 2 describes the materials and methods used. Section 3 discusses 

the Result and Discussion on findings. Section 4 provide limitation and suggestion for future studies. Section 5 concludes 

the research conducted. 

 

2.0  MATERIAL AND METHOD 

A Systematic Literature Review (SLR) methodology provides a road map for this research paper and added rigour 

by allowing it to explore the research scope on understanding image used in social media in the context of 

gratifications. As defined by [24], SLR is a useful methodology because it makes things easier to extract the most 

relevant data from a large amount of data, which can then be utilised to find motives, factors, or even patterns based 

on the search criteria or string. Although it is limited to journals, it does give a good source of peer-reviewed 

knowledge on a particular topic that can be utilised as a foundation for further research. As a result, the extraction, 

assessment, and identification of relevant literature was carried out. This stage was crucial in determining whether a 

SLR could be completed using reputable data sources. The review began by finding the most appropriate search 

criteria or string that support the research area in the broadest sense. 

Table 1: Research Databases 

 

Database Search String Results 

ACM 
"uses and gratifications theory" AND "social 

media" AND "image" 
7 

Emerald 

"uses and gratifications theory" AND "social 

media" AND "image" 133 

Mendeley 

"uses and gratifications theory" AND "social 

media" AND "image" 9 

Science Direct 
"uses and gratifications theory"] AND [All: 

"social media"] AND [All: "image"] 
163 

Scopus 
"uses and gratifications theory" AND "social 

media" AND "image" 
8 

SpringerLink 

"uses and gratifications theory" AND "social 

media" AND "image" 38 

Taylor and Francis 

"uses and gratifications theory" AND "social 

media" AND "image" 44 

Total  402 

 

 

As shown in Table 1, the sources of data were extracted from seven recommended databases in the Computer Science 

field [25]–[27]. It is found that each database complements each other, in a way that neither one could replace the other. 

In addition, datasets are linked with the article, making it accessible to look for any related literature in all databases. The 

critical part is to identify the construct or motive in understanding the research patterns of image use in social media in the 

context of gratifications. In total, 402 articles have been found.  

 
 

Fig. 1: Flowchart illustrating the SLR process used to identify literature on image use in social media 
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Fig.1 illustrates the process in SLR. 402 articles were found using search criteria as per Table 1. This first step examined 

the search criteria or string to collect more information about every journal article such as years of publication, journal 

title, and database source. In the second step, the research articles found code to eliminate any duplicates. There are 18 

articles removed due to duplicate which exist in two or more databases. In the next step, because of the premature findings 

and anecdotes also does not address image usage of social media in the context of gratifications therefore 350 articles were 

excluded. Some of the articles have also been found to be incomplete, have a broken connection or the full articles were 

not available. Finally, in the form of a thematic review, 34 articles were included. Thematic review incorporates a multitude 

of research methods at the same time as an expected range of epistemological standpoints [28]. 

 

 

 

Fig. 2. The articles established from Mendeley metadata and code group at AtlasTi 8 
  

The 34 articles established in Mendeley Desktop 1.19.8 were then submitted to AtlasTi 8 as primary documents. Each 

article was subsequently grouped into 1) author; 2) issue number; 3) periodical, 4) publisher, 5) volume, and 6) year of 

publication. In doing so, it allows articles to be analysed according to the year of publication. As shown in Fig.2, the 

analysis can also be done according to the theme and code where several groupings were automatically initiated from the 

metadata set up in Mendeley. The sorting was made much simpler and systematic by the classification in AtlasTi 8. 10 

codes or motives were developed. The codes were later grouped into three codes groups or research themes to discuss the 

analysis. 

 

3.0  RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

 
Table 2 shows result on literature search regarding motives of image use on social media using search criteria or string 

"UGT" OR "Uses and Gratifications Theory". These research criteria or string are directly referenced via several 

periodicals in the 34 articles listed, namely, journals Acta Turistica, Australasian Marketing Journal, Behaviour and 

Information Technology, Californian Journal of Health Promotion, Computers in Human Behaviour, and more. In total, 

there were 24 journals from 7 databases. Articles published in 2019 were the highest numbers being reviewed, there were 

14 articles. While the Computers in Human Behaviour and Internet Research were the most journals being reviewed, there 

were 4 articles per journal. An iterative process in which comparisons of similarities and differences were made in order 

to ensure continuity in the resulting themes and codes, all 34 articles were analysed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



How Popular is Social Media Image Gratification as a Research Theme in Top Journals? pp.,75-84 

78 

Malaysian Journal of Computer Science. Advances in Applied Science and Technology Research Special Issue 1/2021 

Table 2: Year of Articles reviewed based on journals 

 

Years 

Journals  

2017 2018 2019 2020 

Acta Turistica   1  

Australasian Marketing Journal    1 

Behaviour and Information Technology   1  

Californian Journal of Health Promotion  1   

Computers in Human Behavior 1 3   

European Journal of Marketing   1  

Government Information Quarterly  1   

Industrial Management and Data Systems   1  

Information Technology and People   1 1 

International Journal of Ethics Education  1   

International Journal of Information Management   1  

International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction  1   

International Journal of Sports Marketing and Sponsorship  1   

Internet Research 1 2 1  

Journal of Business Research   1  

Journal of Fashion Marketing and Management   1  

Journal of Global Scholars of Marketing Science   1  

Journal of Human Resources in Hospitality and Tourism  1   

Journal of Research in Interactive Marketing   1 1 

Journal of Youth and Adolescence   1  

Service Business   1  

Sport, Business and Management: An International Journal 1    

Telematics and Informatics  1 1 1 

Tourism Management 1       

Total  4 12 14 4 

 

As shown in Table 3, the ten different motives or codes have been grouped into three main themes. The themes are hedonic 

gratification, social gratification, and utilitarian gratifications while the motives or codes are attention seeking, enjoyment, 

entertainment, escape, information sharing, information seeking, passing time, social influence, social interaction, and 

social presence. This is based on a thematic review of key themes identified in this SLR. 

 

Table 3:  Number of articles reviewed based on codes and themes 

 

                    Themes 

Codes 
Hedonic Gratification Social Gratification Utilitarian Gratification 

Attention seeking   3 

Enjoyment 21   

Entertainment 33   

Escape 9   

Information sharing   18 

Information seeking   16 

Passing time 5   

Social Influence  10  

Social Interaction  28  

Social presence   9   

 
3.1  Hedonic gratification 

 

Hedonic gratification (HG) is defined as a motive of fulfilling the user’s process expectations and improving one's 

pleasurable experience which applies more to aesthetics [7], [29]. HG is measured in a social media environment by the 

extent to which users find it enjoyable and entertained. It is also closely related to users' attitudes and behaviours towards 

social media [7], [30]. Enjoyment, entertainment, escape and passing time are a few motives under HG [7], [31]–[33]. 

There are various form of enjoyment offered by social media [7]. For example, people can access rich online media 

products that their contacts have published and shared via public accounts. Entertainment is described as pleasurable, fun, 

and an enjoyable benefit for individuals, where it encourages joy by reducing pressure [31]. Escape as a way to avoid the 

real world to forget the different pressures and worries of one’s real-life [32]. Passing time is defined as the degree to 
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which the activity can fill up the users' free time in satisfying their hedonic consumption requirements [33]. 

 

Table 3 shows in HG, entertainment is widely studied. There are 33 articles involved. This is supported by [1] which stated 

that for most social media outlets, entertainment was the best indicator. [2] considered entertainment as an intrinsic 

motivation in sharing visual data such as image in social media. Moreover, entertainment was the final pleasure discovered 

to be correlated with social media activities to relieve boredom or just to have fun even encourage joy by reducing pressure 

[3], [4]. Furthermore, UGT suggests that entertainment is one of the motives or gratifications that are most commonly 

used to Furthermore, UGT suggests that entertainment is one of the motives or gratifications that is most commonly used 

to explore the correlation between motives for social media use and social media addiction. In social media platforms, 

entertainment appeal can be an important factor for users to accept and feel marginally important in relation to the 

popularity of social media content. A good quality of contents does lead to fulfilling the need for entertainment of users. 

These habits share parallel with the results of current UGT research, which indicates that users use social media as a means 

of entertainment [5]. In addition, Table 3 also shows there were only five articles that have been studied on passing time. 

As has been discussed by [6], when social media users have little to do or are tired, they are only browsing but not engaging 

with the content. Moreover, [7] found that passing time has no major impact on the purpose of continuing to use social 

media. The potential explanation for this can emerge from the fact that users have alternative options for spending time 

when necessary. 

 

3.2  Social gratification 

 

Social gratification (SG) is derived from interactivity by interaction with others, such as keeping in touch, talking, or 

experiencing a group's belonging [18]. It is believed that social media is commonly used for social gratification, not only 

because it is distinguished by interactivity, but also because of their ability to promote contact [34]. Social Influence, 

Social Interaction and Social Presence are a few motives under SG [35]–[37]. Social Influence has a great significance in 

the sense of media-use studies [35]. While Social Interaction is the main motive of using media and is related to 

engagement such as content sharing [36]. In the content such as images and text increases, therefore Social Presence is a 

meaningful motive to examine in social media studies [37]. 

 

Table 3 shows in SG, it is found that social interaction has been used in 28 articles. This is supported by [7] which discussed 

that social media platforms enabling users to communicate with others and establishing social relationships through 

behaviours and engagements such as Post, Like and Share. It does show social interaction do give benefits of socialising 

with other media users [8]. Moreover, a research by [8] found social interaction has also been shown to be a great 

significance in the sense of media use studies. Social interaction also has empirically demonstrated as a significant role in 

motivating users and impact the usage of social media for bridging and bonding social capital in the form of attending to 

informational needs, community building and productive individual found social interaction has also been shown to be of 

great significance in the sense of media use studies. Social interaction also has been empirically demonstrated as a 

significant role in motivating users and impact the usage of social media for bridging and bonding social capital in the 

form of attending to informational needs, community building, and individual productivity[38]. With social interaction, 

users can exchange their views, experience, and observations which are able to build and develop relationships and connect 

with others. While, there were only nine articles that have been studied on social presence. As been discussed by [39], this 

happened due to the users’ purposes of using social media. [7] found that users with a strong culture of collectivism do 

not really require a need for social presence in their social media use. 

 

3.3  Utilitarian gratification 

 

Utilitarian gratifications (UG) refer to the cognitive benefits obtained by the media in the context of the acquisition of 

knowledge and a better understanding of the world [40]. The positive effect of utilitarian gratification on user satisfaction 

in social media  has been indicated by a substantial amount of research which refers to the fulfilment of the utility standards 

of users [22], [41], [42]. Attention seeking, information seeking and information sharing are few motives under UG [43]–

[45]. Attention seeking refers to the needs of others to receive attention and significance, as well as the gratification of 

obtaining or/and expressing feelings by supporting, appreciating or showing care [43]. The purposeful act of seeking 

information as a result of a need to satisfy some goal is referred to as information seeking that denotes it as "active efforts 

to obtain specific information outside of the normal patterns of exposure to mediated and interpersonal sources"[46]. 

Information sharing has an impact on social media users where this process helps to increase user’s satisfaction while 

using a social media platform [44]. Information sharing has an impact on social media users where this process helps to 

increase users’ satisfaction while using a social media platform [45].  

 

Table 3 shows in UG, there were 18 articles discussed on information sharing. This was supported by [10] that says social 

media is widely used to share information.  Furthermore, [12] discussed, users feel better informed and reassured by the 

feelings that he or she is interested in the circle in which he or she belongs to. It is found that information sharing has an 

impact on social media users where the information sharing process is also correlated with social media interactions and 
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communications with members that increase user satisfaction with a social media platform. Although social media can 

satisfy the need for information sharing by users, social media users prefer to concentrate on sharing information with 

offline acquaintances [47]. Personal fulfilment, self-actualization, altruistic and community-related motivations are the 

most important reason for information sharing [13]. Information sharing also is a cause for status changes, while public 

posts are vehicles for a higher proportion of information sharing than those sent by friends (public or private). The idea of 

content acquisition as a way of information sharing may explain this result [48]. Moreover, social media is widely used to 

share information [15]. While, there were only 3 articles that have studied attention seeking. As discussed by [47], it was 

influenced by the types of social media platforms used by users. [49] discussed that attention seeking is related to general 

social media use, but do not necessarily indicate user’s motivations to use it.  

 

Therefore, as shown in Table 3, such gratifications as Hedonic, Social or Utilitarian do reveal motives of image use in 

social media. 

 
4.0  LIMITATION AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

 
4.1 Limitation 

 

The limitation of this research is related to the Systematic Literature Review (SLR) employed which some limitations are 

unavoidable. The SLR begins with set of keywords identified; however, failure to include relevant keywords may result 

in the exclusion of relevant content from the review. Another significant limitation is the possibility of author bias when 

selecting research papers from databases. Therefore, to ensure the rigour of this research, the relevant literature was 

searched on 7 different databases. As a result, massive amounts of data were accessed for further analysis, which may 

have resulted in the ignorance of some articles that are indirectly related to image use in social media. The above-

mentioned limitations are also highlighted by past studies which employed SLR [24], [50]. 

 

4.2 Future research 

 

This SLR can be used to supplement future research that seek to understand the use of images in social media. As observed, 

the research showed an exponential rise in this research due to several themes and motives of gratifications. This has been 

efficaciously documented in research articles that employ empirical research to better explain trends in the social media 

environment. However, in the future, it would be possible to observe the real motivations behind image use in social media 

among users of various ages, geographical, and cultures. Future research could also investigate how the social media 

features affected by image use can help users to transmit their ideas and interpret each other more effectively. The research 

also can be further research on user’s satisfaction, continuous intention, and continuous behaviour to use images in social 

media. Furthermore, the studies could be explored on other gratifications and motives in using images on social media 

beside expanding the literature search to recent years and other well-known journals or databases. 

 
5.0  CONCLUSION 

 

This research paper shows that people use social media to fulfil various needs where image is one of the information types 

that is offered by social media to gratify these needs. It was difficult to include all of the themes and motives that influenced 

this research. The process did have narrowed it down to 34 relevant articles that contributed to 3 themes and 10 motives 

on image use in social media in the context of gratifications using the systematic literature review methodology (from 

2017 to 2020). From the research, it is found, hedonic gratification is the most popular research theme while entertainment 

is the most popular motives for social media users’ in using images. Therefore, its shows that hedonic value is favourably 

associated with the intention and behaviour of users towards image use in social media beside it is determined by how 

entertaining an image is for social media users.   
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APPENDIX  

 

Databases Reviewed for the Thematic Review 

 

• ACM - https://www.acm.org/ Through its journals, publications, and the proceedings of more than 170 annual 

conferences and symposia, ACM supports computer research and innovation as a premier global source of 

scientific information. 

 

• Emerald - https://www.emerald.com/insight/ Emerald is a leading digital publisher, with over 500,000 

researchers from over 130 countries/regions, 30 million annual downloads, and 109 million visitors from all over 

the world. 

 

• Mendeley - https://www.mendeley.com/search/ Mendeley is a company based in London that provides products 

and services to academic researchers. It is best known for its reference manager, which is used to organise and 

distribute research materials as well as to generate bibliographies for scholarly articles. It quickly and easily 

imports papers from other research-based tools. 

 

• Science Direct - https://www.sciencedirect.com/ ScienceDirect is a service that tracks the historical foundations 

of science, sheds light on new research and ideas, and encourages creative thinking for academic institutions, 

government organisations, and R&D departments in a variety of businesses. ScienceDirect promotes smarter 

teaching, learning, and research by allowing users to use intelligent features to explore the depth and breadth of 

over 24 major subject areas from thousands of Elsevier articles and books. 

 

• Scopus - https://www.scopus.com/ Scopus is a database of peer-reviewed papers that is a component of Elsevier's 

abstract and citation database. It is well-known for its global focus and coverage of a wide range of topics for its 

diverse user base. 

 

• SpringerLink - https://link.springer.com/ SpringerLink provides researchers with access to millions of scientific 

publications from journals, books, series, protocols, reference works, and proceedings. 

 

• Taylor and Francis - https://taylorandfrancis.com/ Taylor & Francis Group is a global publishing company that 

publishes books and academic journals in collaboration with top authors. They have published in a variety of 

fields, including the humanities, social sciences, behavioural sciences, science, technology, and medicine. It adds 

over 2,700 new journals and 5,000 new books to its collection each year. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 


