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Abstract

Background and Aim: Nowadays, the fever of fame has become widespread within Iranian society. With more
and more access to social networks, being seen in this space and becoming a celebrity is the dream of many
Instagram users. Accordingly, this study aims to examine the mechanisms and components governing celebrity
culture in Iranian society within the context of the Instagram social network.

Data and Method: This study employs a qualitative approach, specifically utilizing virtual ethnography
(netnography). The research sample comprises 323 Instagram posts extracted from the pages of emerging
Iranian Instagram micro-celebrities, which were selected through purposive sampling and analyzed over a six-
month period. To ensure the trustworthiness and rigor of the findings, Lincoln and Guba'’s evaluative criteria—
including credibility and dependability—were applied, achieved through the researcher's continuous and long-
term presence on the Instagram platform. Qualitative content analysis, facilitated by MAXQDA software, was
utilized for data analysis.

Findings: The study identifies 34 distinct categories of popular micro-celebrities within the Iranian Instagram
space. Furthermore, content analysis of the selected micro-celebrity pages yielded 29 recurring sub-themes, 10
central themes, and 1 core category. The extracted central themes include positivity and self-optimization,
privacy violations, consumerism, body standardization, transparency, achievementism, the fluidity of life, the
theatricalization of life, "like-for-like" beauty, and legitimization, with "self-branding" emerging as the definitive
core category underlying the activities of emerging Iranian Instagram micro-celebrities.

Conclusion: The results demonstrate that the components of celebrity culture in Iran are multifaceted, and
emerging Instagram micro-celebrities utilize distinct mechanisms to establish self-branding, gain visibility, and
acquire legitimacy.

Keywords: Celebrity culture, Fame, Instagram, Micro-celebrity, Netnography.

Key Message: Celebrity has a strong presence in all the life of contemporary human life and affects the lived
areas of human life at different levels. The public accessibility of virtual media such as Instagram, celebrity fever
and publicity in Iranian society have become increasingly important, so it is necessary to adopt a critical
approach at both micro and macro levels in relation to celebrity culture.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Celebrities are important because their actions have significant emotional effects on a
number of people. They play a cultural role in the semantic system of today's societies, giving
their fans pleasure, joy, pain, and suffering, and receiving praise or disgrace in return
(Taleghani, 2022, p. 22). Celebrity culture defines the boundaries of everyday behavior,
dictating that what famous people are praised for, we should imitate and emulate, and what
they are criticized for, we should avoid. They may give us hope for the future, while at the
same time warning us of the consequences that could come if we choose the wrong path, and
even making us content and happy with the normality of our lives (Douglas & McDonnell,
2022, p. 16). Celebrity lives in the media space, for without talking about celebrities, there is
no fame or celebrity, and without media to talk about them and spread rumors, there is no
real celebrity. Therefore, celebrity is a social thing that does not exist in a vacuum (Stever,
2023, p. 15). Nowadays, visibility and fame have become the goal and aspiration of many
people who are exposed to the media space. The accessibility of ordinary people to new
virtual media such as Instagram has led to the emergence of a concept distinct from
traditional celebrities, known as “micro-celebrities.” Micro-celebrity implies that everyone
has an audience that they strategically maintain through communication and engagement.
Also, success here is recorded through the number of likes, shares, retweets, followers, and
comments that an individual can boast (Khamis et al., 2016, p. 205).

Methods and Data

In Netnography, the Internet is treated as a tool for studying people who are otherwise
inaccessible. In this context, the Internet is studied as a distinct environment or culture in
which individuals create specific forms of communication and unique identities. In both cases,
ethnographic methods can be applied to Internet research, enabling the ways people
communicate and present themselves online to be effectively studied (Flick, 2010, p. 294).
Netnography can be defined as a qualitative research approach that adapts traditional
ethnographic techniques to the study of culture in online communities formed through the
Internet and computer-mediated communications (Addeo et al, 2020, p. 13). Virtual
ethnography serves as a method for addressing cultural issues such as identity, social
relations, everyday life, and civic empowerment, which are frequently discussed within online
networks. Virtual ethnography facilitates data collection, although the researcher must
acquire the skills necessary to work with new communication tools (Addeo et al.,, 2020, p. 9).
This methodological approach seeks to utilise social media data, with the researcher actively
involved in the complex space of virtual platforms to collect the desired data (Kozinets &
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Gretzel, 2023, p. 414). The primary sources of data collection in virtual ethnography consist of
field notes, images, and videos shared across virtual platforms and websites (Kulavuz-Onal,
2015, p. 430).

Findings

The culture of fame is constantly growing in the global media space. The dream of fame and
visibility is the desire of many people. Today, the fever to become a celebrity has spread in
Iranian society, and public access to social networks such as Instagram has doubled the thirst
for visibility, especially among Iranian teenagers and young people. The present study aimed
to examine the characteristics and components governing celebrity culture in the Instagram
space of Iranian society, using the method of virtual ethnography. The results of the present
study are important from different angles because they show the different mechanisms of
celebrity culture on Instagram. In this study, the emphasis was placed on emerging Iranian
Instagram micro-celebrities, each of whom is active in a specific field in the Instagram space.
In this study, a typology of 34 Iranian micro-celebrities was first presented, and the analysis of
their pages on Instagram showed that each of them is active in a specific field, and the
diversity and variety of their activities was remarkable. The typology of these celebrities
showed how diverse the mechanisms of achieving fame and celebrity on Instagram can be in
Iranian society. In this study, 10 central themes and one core category were derived from the
analysis and ethnography of Iranian micro-celebrities. The core category of this study refers
to self-branding. Micro-celebrities on Instagram are trying to build their brand in the
Instagram space, or better yet, turn themselves into a brand in this space. Becoming a brand
helps them to be better seen, have more legitimacy with their audience, and benefit from the
economic opportunities that exist in this space. Being a brand on Instagram, on the other
hand, is also tied to the issue of power and approval. Today, many audiences are yes-men to
their favourite micro-celebrities, which is more common among the teenage and young
generation. Therefore, the ultimate goal of Instagram micro-celebrities is to turn themselves
into a brand or achieve self-branding.

Conclusion and Discussion

The structure of Instagram is such that anyone can create their own narrative. This
structure indicates a kind of fluidity. This fluidity has dominated all areas of people's virtual
lives and, on the one hand, has become a tool for gaining fame. Today, many Instagram micro-
celebrities emphasise the superficiality of life and relationships between people, extending
this superficiality to the area of emotional relationships. On the other hand, such fluidity
causes micro-celebrities not to tell others their true selves on Instagram, but simply to show

9 \ Journal of Social Continuity and Change, 2026; 5(1), 7-48




Tajbakhsh & Goudarzi / Netnography of the Components of Celebrity...

their fans what they want and what is pleasing to the audience. Instagram micro-celebrities,
more than anything, seek to gain likes and followers, and one of these mechanisms is the
emphasis on beauty—the beauty that is pleasing to the audience, which has preoccupied
Iranian women more than anything else. Instagram micro-celebrities set the standard for
everything and standardise it in a long-term and sometimes short-term process so that it
becomes internalised by their fans. Finally, it should be noted that micro-celebrities are active
not only in economic and cultural fields, but also in political fields, and the fields of history,
politics, and religion have become a tool for legitimising themselves and the thinking they
advocate. Whether we like it or not, celebrity culture is with us, because in a posthumanist
reading, not only the body, but all areas of our lives have been combined with virtual media
such as Instagram, which is the space for the production and reproduction of celebrities.
Therefore, it is necessary to adopt a critical perspective and deal critically with celebrity
culture at the micro or individual level and the macro or structural level.
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