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Abstract: The rapid growth of social media has made Instagram one of the most prominent platforms in 

adolescents’ everyday lives. Although Instagram provides opportunities for self-expression and social interaction, it 

may also expose users to adult content, with potential implications for adolescents’ psychological, social, and moral 

development. This study explored the lived experiences of adolescents in Makassar City who encountered adult 

content on Instagram. A qualitative phenomenological design was employed. Twelve adolescents aged 13–18 years 

were recruited using purposive sampling and participated in in-depth interviews. The data were analyzed using 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). The analysis generated four main themes: (1) curiosity and initial 

exposure, (2) emotional and psychological responses, (3) coping strategies, and (4) the influence of cultural and 

religious values. Participants’ accounts indicated that curiosity frequently contributed to initial exposure, which 

elicited varied emotional and psychological responses. Adolescents employed different coping strategies, while 

cultural and religious values shaped how they interpreted and managed their encounters with such content. The 

findings demonstrate that Indonesian adolescents are not merely passive recipients of digital content but actively 

negotiate their experiences within prevailing cultural and religious norms. This study extends understanding of 

adolescent digital experiences in Southeast Asia and may inform the development of culturally responsive digital 

literacy education and parental guidance strategies. 
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青少年接触Instagram成人内容的体验：一项在望加锡开展的现象学研究 

摘要： 

社交媒体的迅速发展使Instagram成为青少年日常生活中最主要的平台之一。Instagram虽然为青少年提供了自

我表达和社会交往的机会，但也可能使其接触成人内容，进而对青少年的心理、社会和道德发展产生潜在

影响。本研究旨在探讨望加锡市青少年在Instagram上接触成人内容时的生活体验。研究采用质性现象学研

究设计，通过目的抽样法招募了12名13至18岁的青少年，并对其进行了深度访谈。研究采用解释性现象学

分析法（Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis，IPA）对数据进行分析。分析结果归纳出四个主要主题： 

（1）好奇心与初次接触；（2）情绪与心理反应；（3）应对策略；（4）文化和宗教价值观的影响。受访

者的叙述表明，好奇心往往促使其最初接触此类内容，并引发不同的情绪和心理反应。青少年采取了多种

应对策略，而文化和宗教价值观则影响着他们理解和处理此类经历的方式。研究结果表明，印度尼西亚青

少年并非数字内容的被动接受者，而是会在既有文化和宗教规范的影响下主动理解和调适其数字体验。本

研究拓展了对东南亚青少年数字体验的认识，并可为制定具有文化适应性的数字素养教育方案和家长指导

策略提供参考。

关键词： Instagram；青少年；成人内容；数字素养；应对策略。 

1. Introduction

Social media is now the main interaction space 

for teenagers in various parts of the world. Platforms 

such as Instagram not only function as a means of 

sharing photos and videos, but have also shaped the 

communication patterns, identities, and lifestyles of the 

younger generation [1]. This phenomenon marks a 

significant shift from the conventional social space to 

the digital space, where adolescents spend more time, 

build friendships, and express themselves [2], [3] 

However, behind these positive opportunities, social 

media also presents serious challenges, one of which is 

related to exposure to adult content that is increasingly 

accessible. 

At the global level, various studies have 

highlighted the impact of adult content exposure on 

adolescent psychological development and behavior 

[4], [5]. Studies in Western countries, especially in 

Europe and the United States, show that uncontrolled 

access to this kind of content can affect adolescents' 

perceptions of relationships, sexuality, and social 

values [6], [7] Furthermore, open and algorithmic 

social media often strengthens exposure to such 

sensitive content. Even so, most existing studies tend to 

adopt a quantitative approach, focusing on the number 

of exposures, frequency, and correlation with risky 

behaviors [8] 

In Indonesia, this problem has a more complex 

dimension [9] As a country with a very large number of 

social media users, the majority of whom are from the 

young age group, adolescents face unique challenges 

related to regulations, cultural norms, and strong 

religious values [10], [11]. The city of Makassar as one 

of the urban centers in eastern Indonesia cannot be 

separated from this phenomenon [12] Increasingly 

widespread internet access, high smartphone 

penetration, and the intensity of Instagram use among 

adolescents make them very vulnerable to exposure to 

adult content [13] In the socio-cultural context of 

Makassar, which still upholds the norms of politeness 

and religiosity, this issue presents a tension between 

digital reality and local values. 

The main problem lies in the psychosocial risks 

that adolescents face due to exposure to adult content. 

Some of them include identity confusion, social 

pressure, normalization of risky behaviors, and 

disruptions in the process of moral and emotional 

formation [14] On the other hand, the role of family, 

school, and local communities is not always able to 

keep up with the rapid flow of digital information [15], 

[16]. This raises an urgent need to understand how 

adolescents themselves interpret and manage their 

experiences in dealing with exposure to adult content 

on social media. 

Although this issue is becoming more real, there 

are gaps in academic research, especially in Southeast 

Asia and Indonesia. Most studies place more emphasis 

on quantitative aspects and tend to see adolescents as 

passive objects that only receive impact. In fact, 

adolescents also have unique agency, strategies, and 

subjective experiences in responding to exposure to 

adult content [17], [18]. This gap in phenomenological 

studies is an important gap to be filled, because this 

approach can explore the meaning of experience in a 

more in-depth and contextual way, especially in the 

framework of local socio-cultural values. 

Based on this background, this study aims to 

phenomenologically explore the experience of 

adolescents in Makassar in dealing with adult content 

on Instagram. By focusing on the voices, perspectives, 

and narratives of adolescents themselves, this research 
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is expected to make a new contribution to the 

development of academic literature and become the 

basis for the formulation of educational, regulatory, 

and social intervention strategies that are more relevant 

to the digital reality of Indonesian adolescents. 

2. Literature Review

The phenomenon of adolescent exposure to adult 

content on social media, especially Instagram, is 

increasingly receiving global attention. The Uses and 

Gratifications theory  explains that individuals use 

media to meet specific needs, such as entertainment, 

personal identity, social integration, and information 

seeking [19] For adolescents, the need for identity 

exploration and social recognition often drives them to 

access risky content, including adult content [20] This 

shows that the use of social media is not completely 

neutral, but is closely related to the psychosocial needs 

that arise in the critical development phase of 

adolescents [21] 

In addition, the Social Learning theory  from 

Bandura [22] is  relevant for understanding this 

mechanism of exposure. Adolescents tend to learn 

through observation and imitation, so exposure to 

sexually explicit content on Instagram can affect the 

way they perceive social relationships, bodies, and 

sexuality [23] In Indonesia, for example, there have 

been cases of teenagers imitating the style of dress and 

interaction patterns displayed by Instagram influencers, 

although this is often contrary to cultural and religious 

norms [24], [25]. This phenomenon shows that there is 

a tug-of-war between digital representation and the 

reality of adolescent social life. 

From the perspective of psychosocial 

development, Erik Erikson emphasizes that 

adolescence is a stage of identity vs. role confusion 

[26], [27]. In the digital context, the identity search 

process interacts with social media algorithms which 

actually encourage exposure to sensitive content [19], 

[28]. Studies in a number of major cities in Indonesia 

report that adolescents often experience confusion 

between family and religious norms with the flow of 

adult content that is considered commonplace on 

digital platforms [29] This condition can trigger 

internal conflicts, anxiety, and social pressure that 

affect the psychological well-being of adolescents. 

A number of quantitative studies in the West 

confirm the negative impact of exposure to adult 

content, such as increased risky sexual behavior, 

distortion of body image, and normalization of 

permissive sexual behavior [30] However, studies that 

are phenomenological in nature and focus on the 

subjective experiences of adolescents in Southeast 

Asia, particularly Indonesia, are still very limited [31] 

In fact, actual cases in Indonesia such as the increasing 

rate of early marriage, the rise  of sexually charged 

cyberbullying, and the practice  of sexting among 

teenagers show that this issue is increasingly complex 

and requires an understanding based on the local 

context. 

Furthermore, the existing literature often ignores 

the very strong cultural and religious dimensions in 

Indonesia. In Makassar, for example, teenagers face a 

dilemma when interacting with sexual content on 

Instagram, while in the Bugis-Makassar culture there is 

a value of siri' (honor) that upholds morality and 

manners [3] This tension between exposure to digital 

content and local cultural values underscores the need 

for phenomenological analysis that is able to capture 

adolescents' life experiences authentically, not just 

based on statistical numbers [32] 

Thus, this literature review confirms the 

existence of a research gap. The majority of previous 

studies were quantitative and based on Western 

contexts, while qualitative research with a 

phenomenological approach in Indonesia was still rare. 

This study seeks to fill this gap by exploring the 

experiences of adolescents in Makassar in dealing with 

adult content on Instagram, as well as how they 

negotiate self-identity, cultural values, and the 

pressures of digital media. In addition to making 

theoretical contributions, this research also has 

practical implications for the development of digital 

literacy, parental assistance, and the formulation of 

adolescent protection policies in the digital space. 

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Approach and Focus 

This study uses a qualitative phenomenological 

approach, which aims to explore the subjective 

experiences of adolescents in Makassar when 

encountering adult content on Instagram [33], [34]. The 

phenomenological perspective allows the researcher to 

understand adolescents’ personal meanings and 

perceptions in depth and to capture their lived 

experiences authentically. The focus is on the 

participants’ narratives and viewpoints so that each 

experience can be interpreted within its social, cultural, 

and religious context [35]. 

3.2 Research Location and Participants 

The study was conducted in Makassar City, 

South Sulawesi, Indonesia, involving 12 adolescents 

aged 13–18 years who were active Instagram users. 

Participants were selected using purposive sampling, 

which deliberately recruits individuals with direct and 

relevant experience of the phenomenon [36]. The 

number of participants was determined based on the 

principle of data saturation, meaning data collection 

was stopped once no new information emerged from 

the interviews. 
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3.3 Participant Selection Criteria 
To ensure the relevance and depth of data, four 

selection criteria were established: 

1. Adolescents aged 13–18 years, representing the

stage most influenced by social media;

2. Active Instagram users for at least one year to

ensure consistent exposure;

3. Individuals who had encountered adult content,

either intentionally or accidentally;

4. Adolescents from varied educational

backgrounds (public, private, and Islamic

schools) to capture socio-cultural diversity.

These criteria ensured that participants could 

offer rich and meaningful insights into how adolescents 

perceive and respond to adult content on Instagram. 

3.4 Data Collection and Analysis 
Data were collected through semi-structured 

in-depth interviews, focusing on adolescents’ first 

exposure experiences, emotional and psychological 

responses, coping mechanisms, and the influence of 

cultural and religious norms. Non-verbal observations 

and field notes were also taken to support interpretation 

[37].  

Data analysis combined Thematic Analysis and 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to 

identify and interpret key themes [38]. All interviews 

were transcribed verbatim, coded, and reviewed 

repeatedly to uncover patterns of meaning and 

connections between individual experiences and their 

social–cultural contexts [38].  

3.5 Ethical Considerations 
This study strictly followed ethical research 

principles. Informed consent was obtained from parents 

or guardians of participants under 18. Participant 

anonymity and confidentiality were maintained, and all 

respondents were informed about the purpose of the 

research and their right to withdraw at any stage 

without consequence. 

4. Result
This study found four main themes related to

adolescents' experiences in Makassar in dealing with 

adult content on Instagram: (1) curiosity and initial 

exposure experience, (2) emotional and psychological 

responses, (3) coping strategies, and (4) the influence 

of cultural and religious values. 

Table 1. Main Themes and Core Meanings 

No Main Theme Core Meaning 

1 Curiosity and Initial 

Exposure 

Exposure usually occurs accidentally, yet curiosity 

drives repeated viewing and exploration. 

2 Emotional and Psychological 

Responses 

Exposure triggers anxiety, guilt, and eventual 

normalization influenced by peer comparison. 

3 Coping Strategies Adolescents employ avoidance, self-control, and peer 

discussion to regulate exposure. 

4 Cultural and Religious 

Influence 

The values of siri’ (honor) and religiosity shape 

adolescents’ moral awareness and restraint. 

4.1  Curiosity and Early Experience Exposed 
Most informants reported that their first 

experience of exposure to adult content occurred by 

accident, for example through feeds, algorithmic 

recommendations, or peer-shared links. Curiosity is the 

main motivator to keep watching the content, even 

though some teenagers feel uneasy or anxious. One of 

the informants said: 

"At first I was just scrolling feed, suddenly a rather 

mature photo appeared. I'm curious, so I'm still 

looking at it even though I'm nervous." (Informant 

D, 15 years old) as well as (Informant R, 14 years 

old) said "At first I just wanted to know, look at my 

friends' stories, eh suddenly a video appeared... 

adult. I was shocked but also curious". 

This phenomenon shows how adolescents' 

curiosity and need for identity exploration affect their 

behavior on social media. According to the theory of 

Uses and Gratifications, individuals use media to meet 

specific psychosocial needs, including the exploration 

of identity and social recognition. In the context of 

Makassar, peer pressure and the desire to adapt to 

digital trends reinforce the drive to explore adult 

content. This early exposure is often the starting point 

for more complex patterns of interaction, in which 

curiosity interacts with moral uncertainty and local 

norms. Curiosity here is not merely biological or 

impulsive; it reflects adolescents’ effort to understand 

adult meanings within the boundaries of cultural 

morality. This indicates the beginning of moral 

negotiation between individual desire and communal 

values. 

4.2 Emotional and Psychological Responses 
Exposure to adult content gives rise to complex 

and varied emotional reactions between individuals. 

Some teens reported feelings of anxiety, guilt, or 

shame, while others showed adaptations that led to the 

normalization of content. One participant explained: 
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"After seeing the content several times, at first I 

was uneasy and confused, but over time it became 

normal. Sometimes I feel like all my friends are 

seeing it too, so it feels normal." (Informant F, 17 

years old) 

Additionally, some teens describe the guilt that 

comes after watching adult content: 

"I felt very guilty after seeing the video. At home, 

it's taught not like that, but on Instagram 

everything is normal. It's very difficult to control 

yourself." (Informant G, 16 years old) 

Meanwhile, some teens reported more passive 

experiences of adaptation, in which they attempted to 

receive content without drastically changing their 

social behavior: 

"Sometimes I see the content, I just scroll quickly. 

Don't think too much, because friends also talk 

about it a lot. So yes, I'm just going along with it." 

(Informant H, 15 years old) 

This response reflects a psychosocial dilemma: 

adolescents realize that the content goes against family 

and religious norms, but algorithmic exposure and peer 

pressure affect their perception of what is considered 

"normal". This is in line with Erikson's perspective on 

identity vs role confusion, where adolescence is a phase 

of identity search and social experimentation. In the 

digital context, these experiences can cause internal 

conflicts, anxiety, and challenges in forming healthy 

morals and emotions. The emotional oscillation 

between guilt and normalization shows a moral 

struggle. Adolescents cognitively recognize wrongness 

yet socially perceive it as common. This duality 

highlights the need for cultural-based digital literacy 

emphasizing emotional self-regulation. 

4.3 Strategi Coping 
Teens develop a variety of strategies for dealing 

with adult content. These strategies include avoidance, 

limiting Instagram use, discussing with peers, and 

filtering down accounts that are followed. 

"If I feel uneasy, I immediately block the account. 

Sometimes I also talk to an adult friend, ask for 

advice so that I don't get carried away." (Informant 

B, 16 years old) 

In addition, some teens explained how to limit their 

exposure to content independently: 

"If there is a post that I think is inappropriate, I 

immediately skip it or leave the app for a while. 

Sometimes I also set notifications so that they don't 

keep appearing." (Informant D, 15 years old) 

While others take advantage of discussions with 

peers to calm down and gain perspective: 

"Sometimes we tell stories with close friends, we 

give each other tips on how to avoid accounts or 

content that makes us uncomfortable. It feels better 

if you're not alone." (Informant E, 17 years old) 

This coping strategy shows that teens are not 

just passive consumers, but active actors who 

negotiate meaning and organize their digital 

interactions. The use of these strategies differs 

between individuals, depending on the level of 

digital literacy, peer support, and awareness of 

religious or cultural values. This coping strategy is 

also important to prevent long-term negative 

psychological impacts, such as chronic anxiety or 

risky sexual behaviors. 

Coping strategies function as adaptive 

responses shaped by moral reasoning. They 

transform passive media consumption into active 

moral learning. This supports Bandura’s Social 

Learning Theory, where self-regulation and peer 

modeling influence behavioral adaptation 

4.4 The Influence of Cultural and Religious 

Values 
Cultural and religious values play an important 

role in shaping adolescents' responses to adult 

content. In Makassar, the value of siri' (honor) and 

religious norms encourage adolescents to control 

themselves, avoid content, or reprimand peers who 

spread inappropriate content. 

"At home I was taught that seeing things like that 

could damage my heart and mind, so I tried to 

avoid or not follow my friends." (Informant C, 18 

years old) 

Some teenagers emphasized the influence of 

religion in controlling content exposure: 

 "If I scroll and such content appears, I 

immediately remember the advice of the ustadz at 

school and try to quickly move to other content." 

(Informant F, 14 years old) 

Meanwhile, some teenagers emphasized the 

influence of social norms in their environment: 

 "In a group of close friends, we remind each other 

that someone shares inappropriate things. So even 

though Instagram is free, there are still limits that 

we follow." (Informant G, 17 years old) 

This cultural influence shows that adolescents' 

digital experiences cannot be separated from the 

local context. Exposure to adult content on social 

media meets cultural and religious norms, so the 

learning and coping process is unique to each 

individual. These findings differ from quantitative 

studies in Western countries, where the influence of 

cultural or religious values is often not the main 

focus. Unlike in Western studies where moral 

reasoning is individualized, Makassar adolescents 

experience a collective conscience guided by 

culture and faith. Cultural morality thus acts as a 

protective layer against algorithmic exposure. 
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Table 2. Relationship between Themes and Theoretical Perspectives 

Theme Supporting Theory Theoretical Insight 

Curiosity and Initial 

Exposure 

Uses & Gratifications 

Theory 

Curiosity linked to psychosocial need for 

identity and belonging. 

Emotional & 

Psychological Responses 

Erikson’s Psychosocial 

Development 

Exposure triggers identity vs. role 

confusion and moral anxiety. 

Coping Strategies Bandura’s Social Learning 

Theory 

Adolescents learn avoidance and 

regulation via observation and peer 

modeling. 

Cultural & Religious 

Values 

Phenomenology & Cultural 

Psychology 

Local values of siri’ and religion mediate 

digital moral interpretation. 

The results illustrate that adolescents are not 

passive consumers of adult content but active meaning-

makers who negotiate between curiosity, moral 

emotion, and cultural constraint. Their responses 

represent a blend of personal agency and collective 

morality showing that exposure to adult content is 

deeply contextual rather than universal. These patterns 

highlight the importance of integrating moral-cultural 

literacy into digital education programs to strengthen 

adolescent resilience in online environments 

5. Discussion
The findings indicate that adolescents’ 

experiences of encountering adult content on Instagram 

involve a complex interplay among curiosity, 

emotional responses, coping strategies, cultural values, 

and religiosity. These findings can be situated within 

the broader literature examining media effects and the 

relationship between social media use and adolescent 

mental health [39], [40]. However, much of the 

existing research has employed quantitative designs, 

focusing primarily on the frequency of exposure and its 

associations with potentially risky behaviors. In 

contrast, the present study examines adolescents’ 

subjective experiences and the ways in which they 

interpret and respond to adult content—an area that 

remains underexplored in the international literature. 

A distinctive contribution of this study is its 

examination of how local cultural values and religiosity 

shape adolescents’ responses to adult content in 

Makassar. Participants’ accounts indicated that siri’—a 

local cultural value associated with honor and 

dignity—and religious norms influenced their 

responses to sensitive digital content. These responses 

included exercising self-restraint, avoiding such 

content, and seeking support from peers. The findings 

suggest that adolescents’ digital experiences are shaped 

not only by media content and platform dynamics but  

also by the sociocultural contexts through which such 

experiences are interpreted. By incorporating cultural 

and religious dimensions, this study contributes to the 

phenomenological literature on adolescents’ digital 

experiences, particularly in Southeast Asia. 

At the theoretical level, this study broadens the 

understanding of adolescents’ digital experiences by 

demonstrating their multidimensional nature, 

encompassing psychological, social, cultural, and 

religious dimensions. The findings portray adolescents 

not merely as passive consumers of digital content but 

as active agents who construct meaning, negotiate their 

identities, and develop strategies for coping with digital 

challenges. By foregrounding subjective experience 

and local context, the phenomenological approach 

complements quantitative research on adolescents’ 

digital behavior and provides insight into how they 

interpret and manage exposure to sensitive content. 

The findings also have several practical 

implications. First, digital literacy education should 

help adolescents recognize the potential risks 

associated with adult content, manage unwanted 

exposure, and develop healthy coping strategies. 

Second, the findings highlight the importance of age-

appropriate platform safeguards, including effective 

content-filtering mechanisms and policies designed to 

protect young users. Third, parents, schools, and local 

communities have important roles in supporting 

adolescents, fostering open communication, and 

promoting moral and religious values that are 

appropriate to the local cultural context. 

Thus, this study not only builds on global 

evidence concerning the effects of exposure to adult 

content but also offers a context-specific perspective by 

identifying local cultural values and religiosity as 

important factors shaping adolescents’ experiences. 

These insights may inform the development of more 

effective, culturally responsive interventions aimed at 
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supporting adolescents’ psychosocial well-being in the 

digital age. 

6. Conclusion
6.1 Summary of the Main Findings

This study revealed that adolescents’ experiences 

in Makassar when encountering adult content on 

Instagram are complex and multidimensional. Four 

major themes emerged: (1) curiosity and initial 

exposure, (2) emotional and psychological responses, 

(3) coping strategies, and (4) the influence of cultural

and religious values. Exposure to adult content did not

merely provoke immediate emotional reactions but also

triggered moral reflection and adaptive processes. The

local value of siri’ (honor) and Islamic teachings

functioned as protective factors, shaping how

adolescents interpreted and responded to morally

sensitive online materials.

6.2 Comparison with Previous Studies 
The findings of this study expand upon earlier 

research primarily conducted in Western contextssuch 

as those by Brown (2022) and Peter & Valkenburg 

(2023), which emphasized the link between exposure to 

sexualized media and the development of permissive 

sexual attitudes. However, in the Makassar context, a 

distinct pattern emerged: adolescents did not 

necessarily adopt permissive attitudes but instead 

experienced moral and cognitive conflict due to the 

tension between media influence and local values. 

Therefore, this study highlights the critical role of 

cultural and religious frameworks in shaping 

adolescents’ moral interpretations of digital 

experiences. 

6.3 Theoretical and Practical Implications 
Theoretically, this research contributes to the 

enrichment of phenomenological approaches in 

communication and adolescent psychology. The 

findings demonstrate that adolescents’ subjective 

experiences cannot be separated from their 

sociocultural environment. The study reinforces the 

notion that digital identity formation occurs through 

negotiation between individual desires and collective 

morality. 

Practically, the results provide valuable insights for 

educators, parents, and policymakers to develop 

culturally grounded digital literacy programs. Such 

programs should focus on fostering moral awareness, 

emotional regulation, and responsible digital 

engagement, particularly in contexts where cultural and 

religious norms remain central to identity formation. 

6.4 Recommendations for Future Research 

This study was limited by its relatively small 

sample size and its focus on adolescents within 

Makassar City. Future research is recommended to 

broaden the geographic and demographic scope to 

capture more diverse experiences across different 

Indonesian cultural contexts. Employing quantitative or 

mixed-method approaches could also help measure 

relationships between religiosity, digital literacy, and 

coping mechanisms. Moreover, future studies should 

explore the roles of family, school, and community 

institutions in strengthening adolescents’ moral 

resilience in digital environments. 

Implication 
Academically, this research fills the gap in 

phenomenological studies in Indonesia, especially in 

Makassar, by adding local cultural perspectives and 

religiosity as factors for moderating adolescents' digital 

experiences. Practically, the results of the study support 

the development of digital literacy, social media 

regulation that is sensitive to adult content, and the role 

of parents, schools, and communities in guiding 

adolescents. Further research recommendations include 

comparative studies in other cities, expanding age 

coverage and platforms, and exploring the 

effectiveness of digital literacy interventions based on 

cultural values and religiosity to protect adolescents' 

psychosocial well-being in the digital age. 
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