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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Every day, people undertake many different kinds of voluntary service and humanitarian action. This 
might involve fundraising and charity work, giving time, helping or inspiring others, or promoting 
causes. However, because so much of the research on volunteering and humanitarian action focuses 
on formal activities along with large-scale campaigns and global crisis events, we know very little 
about what people are doing informally and in their local community.  

Humanitarianism is changing with the digital age and with new modes of networked communication 
and interaction. The research presented in this report offers new insights into the way people engage 
with humanitarian activities in their local contexts and everyday lives. We turned to Instagram as a 
novel data source that can offer insights into everyday humanitarian action. As a popular visual social 
media platform, Instagram provides a certain kind of intimate access to the humanitarian acts and the 
social good values that people want to capture, share and promote to others.  

We sought to develop a typology of everyday humanitarian actions, the targets of those actions and 
situations and contexts they happen in through an analysis of Instagram data. Our research 
methodology and findings unlock a new approach to understanding humanitarian action in situ, and 
opens opportunities for organisation-led campaigns to improve and support self-mobilisation.  

By using geographical information provided by Instagram users when they post, we demonstrate the 
relationships between humanitarian activities and locations across Victoria Australia, illustrating the 
heavy concentration of activity within Melbourne’s CBD and inner suburbs. The data shows patterns 
in the kinds of actions, the situations in which they occur, and the humanitarian targets and values 
shared. On the basis of the findings, the report points to next steps in how humanitarian and charity 
organisations can innovate using social data to build a digitally active humanitarian movement by 
mapping and amplifying and better understanding humanitarian deeds where and when they happen. 
While the analysis offers many nuanced insights into everyday humanitarian activity, we highlight 
three key findings.  

Key findings  

1. When people post to Instagram about humanitarian action they are most often 
promoting causes and activities, fundraising and giving time  
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2. Groups give time (volunteering, giving), individuals give or raise money (charity, 

fundraising) 

 

 
3. Humanitarian action posted to Instagram is heavily concentrated around 

Melbourne CBD and inner suburbs, with a focus on public spaces, restaurant 
and entertainment precincts along the Yarra River and Swanston Street  
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Mapping Humanitarian Action on Instagram  
INTRODUCTION 
Like other global aid and humanitarian organisations, Red Cross is heavily invested in understanding 
the changing digital communication landscape and leveraging the data that new technologies 
produce. Mobile devices and social media platforms provide powerful opportunities for driving new 
forms of humanitarian action and inspiring, as well as enabling voluntary service. But to harness their 
potential, we need to better understand what people do with them and how they contribute to 
reshaping humanitarian values and actions.  

While SMS, messaging apps, Twitter and open or crowd sourced maps have been the focus of 
humanitarian communication in times of crisis and disaster, little attention has been paid to everyday 
humanitarian needs and to Instagram as a longer-term tool for social engagement and mobilisation. 

This report offers unique insights into the everyday situations and targets of humanitarian action 
across Victoria, Australia. To do so, we draw on novel data sets, using Instagram data extracted 
throughout 2017 and 2018. Location metadata allows us to map this activity and describe 
relationships, and show not only how people engage with humanitarian action but when and where.    

We can do more to learn from the publicly visible humanitarian activity social media enables, and use 
that knowledge to devise new ways of inspiring community-based action. Amongst the popular social 
media platforms that Australians use, Instagram offers particular opportunities. As an image sharing 
and social networking technology, Instagram connects people and makes everyday contexts, locations 
and events public in a way that already promotes volunteering and humanitarian actions.  

Over one billion people globally,1 and nine million Australians use Instagram at least monthly.2 Our 
contention is that we can improve the targeting of humanitarian action and further inspire and 
support self-mobilisation by engaging more intelligently with platforms like Instagram.  

Our research applied a novel methodology, and delivered surprising results that will inform strategy 
for targeted responses to humanitarian action taking place across geographical and interests-based 
communities. This report:  

• Develops a typology of everyday humanitarian action drawn from Instagram posts 
• Explains how people and organisations engage with humanitarian actions and volunteering in 

their local contexts  
• Shows the relationships between humanitarian activities and locations across Victoria using 

the location data embedded in many Instagram posts to map activities 
• Outlines next steps in how humanitarian organisations can innovate using social data and by 

building a digitally active humanitarian movement based around volunteering activities.  

The findings of this research point to some new ways Australian Red Cross and other humanitarian 
organisations can reach out, facilitate social connections, and encourage and empower communities 
and individuals to take up digitally enabled voluntary action.   
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BACKGROUND 
Global humanitarian organisations and governing bodies have underlined the need to look to new 
communication technologies to leverage the potential of networked information flows, open data 
production and analysis, and develop new tools for community development and crisis response. In a 
2012 report OCHA advocated the need to ‘recognize information as a basic need in humanitarian 
response’, and the need to ‘build capacity within aid organizations and governments to understand 
and use new information sources’.3 Similarly, in a recent report focussing on messaging apps, 
produced by the ICRC, in collaboration with The Engine Room and Block Party, recommends that 
organisations understand ‘how local communities find, use and share information, and adjust their 
actions accordingly.’4   

In the context of what some have described as a ‘crisis of caring’ in public responses to humanitarian 
need,5 a great deal of interest has been placed on the use of digital communication, geographic 
information systems (GIS), open street maps and other social media tools. These tools drive attention 
toward global crises or vulnerabilities, but can also address local community needs and actions. How 
do organisations like Australian Red Cross use digital media to inspire and promote the volunteering 
motivations and everyday humanitarian actions of those outside their membership base? 

We begin from the perspective that it is possible to understand more about the motivations, 
intensions and understandings of humanitarianism by following the logic of social media6 and tracing 
and mapping its uses. We also believe that it is possible to use these same mechanisms and logics to 
enliven humanitarian action in local as well as global areas of need. 

Some researchers argue that we have entered a post-humanitarian era, which privileges short-term, 
low-intensity forms of agency characterised by engagement in ‘practices of playful consumerism’.7 
This shift is attributed to new distributed and social modes of communication. Others point to the low 
engagement or low commitment of social media campaigns or responses to humanitarian crisis and 
calls to action, arguing that digital communication does little to increase social action.8 

Research agendas have focussed heavily on disaster and crisis response, and the role that digital 
communication and social media plays in facilitating relief action or circulating information. Twitter 
data has been analysed extensively as a real time public repository of communication during and 
reaction to crisis events.9 Crowdsourced mapping tools like Ushahidi and Open Street Map have also 
changed the way the terrain of humanitarian crisis is understood and traversed.10 But little focus has 
been placed on the everyday vernacular forms and contexts for humanitarian action or information 
exchange. Online activity extends voluntary service and opens up new spheres of influence, while 
connecting individuals to charity and humanitarian organisations.11   

To complement this research base, we need a more complete understanding of the ways digital 
communication and social media connect people around humanitarian action in their local contexts. 

Instagram has revolutionised personal photography by making it mobile, introducing a new medium 
for social and visual communication. As a mobile app, Instagram enables image sharing as acts of 
communication and socialisation. It has enabled a new level of visual access to everyday events and 
experiences, and in the process brings personal activities into the public in new ways. As a digital 
image sharing technology, Instagram mediates our everyday experiences and establishes new kinds of 
publicness.12 It is the capacity of Instagram as the dominant image sharing application to affect the 
publicness of everyday humanitarian action that we focus on in this research.  

We present a novel method for developing a typology of humanitarian action and mapping that 
typology to situations and settings across Victoria and Melbourne. This involves transforming 
Instagram use into data by classifying people’s vernacular expressions of humanitarian action, the 
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contexts, situations and targets of those actions and ultimately produce a typology of humanitarian 
actions as enacted through the public acts captured and shared through Instagram. 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 
Our research design, data collection and analytical techniques offer a novel means for understanding 
humanitarian action as a factor of everyday activities, locations, values and communication practices. 
By extracting, analysing and mapping social media data, we sought to provide an alternative lens on 
humanitarian activities and principles as these are practiced in people’s everyday lives. Our digital 
methods involved accessing the Instagram Application Programming Interface (API), a process that is 
soon to be restricted by the company, so we acknowledge that there will be difficulties replicating 
these methods. We acquired ethical consent through Swinburne’s Human Research Ethics 
Committee, and sought consent waiver for including public Instagram posts in this report. We have 
only included examples clearly intended for an unspecified public audience, and hope that 
reproducing them here aligns with the producers’ original intentions in promoting humanitarian 
activities and issues.  

Aims 
In this report and future research, we aim to:  

• Develop a robust methodology for using Instagram posts to analyse everyday forms of 
humanitarian action in local geo-spatial contexts 

• Use Instagram data to generate a typology of humanitarian action derived from activities as 
they occur and are posted publicly 

• Use geographical information systems techniques to generate a meaningful map of 
humanitarian action in and around Melbourne based on the situations, actions and 
humanitarian targets expressed through Instagram data 

Research Questions:  
To achieve the core research aims, and to build towards a second phase of the project, three research 
question were devised: 

How are people engaging publicly with humanitarian values and action via Instagram? 

What typology of humanitarian action emerges from this type of engagement over time 
across Victoria?  

What are the geo-spatial relationships that emerge with social media engagement with 
humanitarian action?  

Data collection and hashtag analysis techniques 
Instagram data were gathered via two tools that access the Application 
Programming Interface (API) under the conditions made available by 
Instagram at the time of scraping. One tool was a custom Instagram Scraper, 
the other was Netlytic, a research initiative tool supported by the Social Media 
Lab at Ryerson University.13  

The data were extracted in two phases: November to December 2017, and April to May 2018. 

To facilitate targeted data collection, the team undertook initial scoping work and hashtag analysis to 
determine the most relevant data sets able to address the research questions. Hashtag analysis is a 
common technique for analysing social media data across a number of platforms that use hashtags (#) 
to link content and interactions.14 If we want to understand topics, themes or issues common to a 
larger group of platform users, hashtags offer one of the most accessible mechanisms. While this 
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approach misses a lot of non-tagged activity that happens on a platform, it is one of the core 
techniques for establishing a reliable dataset and sample of that activity.    

Working with Australian Red Cross, we tested a range of hashtag searches and established inclusion 
criteria based on the quantity and quality of returns on search terms. Inclusion criteria included: 
humanitarian and action- and value-oriented terms, hashtag quantity over 1 million, posts primarily 
addressing humanitarian action or values. Terms were excluded where significant noise or false 
positives such as with #caring and #help, where posts were primarily unrelated to humanitarian 
action, and where terms yielded too few posts. Some more specific campaign or action related 
hashtags were tested such as #BringThemHere and #VoteYes, but these were excluded for their low 
yield especially in the target area of Victoria over the data collection period.  

Initial hashtags searched were:  

#dogood #fundraising #volunteer #charity #givingback #giving #caring 
#gooddeeds #helpingothers #humanity #community #kindness #help 
#redcrossau #redcrossaustralia 

From the larger hashtag set we chose three: #volunteer, #gooddeeds, #charity. 
These hashtags were chosen for their adherence to the inclusion and exclusion criteria. They 
represent distinct aspects of the actions and values associated with humanitarianism. 

The full dataset consisted of 36,252 posts. Metadata elements captured were: 

Post URL, media URL, Owner ID Number, Caption, Tags, No. of likes, No. of comments, 
timestamp, thumbnail, longitude and latitude location (for some), location name, location has 
public page, location slug and video view count. 

An individual identifier was added to each post to indicate the relevant #hashtag. These identifiers are 
used to link spatial features with their corresponding qualitative codes, providing opportunities for 
sophisticated querying across qualitative coding categories. To undertake coding for a manageable 
dataset, and to apply mapping analysis for Victoria, a sample was extracted. This involved filtering the 
full dataset for location metadata, and coordinates for locations in Victoria. Ultimately the sample set 
excluded #gooddeeds from the mapping process because of the low number of instances geo-located 
to Victoria and so mapped and coded data focuses on #volunteer and #charity.  

The sample dataset (#charity and #volunteer) consisted of 425 posts. 

Mapping and geographic information systems analysis  

Cleaned and geo-located spreadsheets (.csv) were compiled into a single sheet 
where an additional column was added (i.e., post identifier) to differentiate each 
post by hashtag and qualitative code. These identifiers appear within the attribute 
table of each mapped feature to link the location of a post (i.e., point feature) with 
their corresponding qualitative codes. This provides opportunities for sophisticated querying 
techniques that select features across and within qualitative coding categories.  

To map each of the features, the cleaned and geo-located excel spreadsheet were exported in ArcGIS 
10.4.1. ArcGIS is a spatial analysis software tool often used to represent qualitative ‘spatial 
narratives’15 or experiences. Using the ‘Display X and Y’ values tool, each point was then mapped in 
the WGS 1984 coordinate system overtop high-resolution aerial imagery of Melbourne. This displays 
each point in ArcGIS with corresponding qualitative codes, which can be used for spatial analysis 
including separating posts by local councils, suburbs, or other any other desired spatial unit.  

This methodology also allows the exploration more sophisticated spatial statistics or kernel density 
analyses that can pinpoint, for example, exactly what building or street corner has the highest density 
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of #volunteer Instagram posts in inner-Melbourne. The benefit of which is identifying where are the 
most ‘Instagrammable spaces’ for humanitarian action in Melbourne as well as what ‘actions’ or 
‘targets’ drive these posts.  

Instagram analysis  
To derive the typology of humanitarian actions and targets from the sample, we 
applied inductive and deductive analysis of the dataset. That is, while the process 
was to classify posts openly when going through the whole sample, we were 
looking for certain types of Action associated with humanitarianism and 
volunteering, and we had a range of humanitarian Targets in mind ranging from public health and 
blood donation, to community building work, land care and animal welfare. We were, however, open 
to additional categories, and coded the dataset thematically to observe the range of Situations they 
made visible. 

Two coding workshops were held. Three members of the research team held a preliminary workshop 
to explore the posts and begin to develop categories and classifications for the 425 item Instagram 
sample. Instagram posts were viewed, and each researcher coded the Image, Post, #Tag and Emoji for 
both action (what did it contain) and motivation (what was its purpose). Various terms were 
established and agreed upon as types of ‘action’. From this, an initial codebook was developed for 
each part of the data (image, post, #tag and emoji). 

A second workshop was held with the addition of a fourth team researcher to explore the applicability 
of the preliminary coding. First level categories were refined to only include the Image, Caption and 
Profile information. The codebook was refined using the initial codebook as a frame, and to include 
key themes that we were looking to resolve in relation to future automated processing of Instagram 
posts. The final top-level categories, as noted above were: (1) The Situation – the setting or event of 
the image; (2) The humanitarian Action related to and how it was being done; and (3) The 
humanitarian Target of the post. 

The category of Situation helped to observe and classify the contexts – whether indoors or outdoors, 
in urban or country/natural environments, individual or social and so on. This category served as a 
starting point for analysing each post. We also observed a temporal element, for example, whether 
the actions were happening ‘in situ’ – that is at events, during some humanitarian or volunteering 
activity – or in relation to people going about their everyday lives, posting from home, work, or other 
situations incidental to any humanitarian activities. The Target helped to determine what kind of 
humanitarian goal or objective was apparent in the image and or caption. Finally, we sought to 
identify a set of actions associated with the situation and target as the primary driver of the rational 
and motivation for posting publicly and engaging with the humanitarian hashtags. 

The typology generated through this process is not intended to be a universalising account of 
humanitarian action, targets or issues and the situations in which they occur, but rather a starting 
point in mapping that activity as it takes place in real everyday settings across Victoria. 
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FINDINGS 

Instagram is an action and issues amplifier 
Through Instagram and other social 
communication tools, people share their actions 
and their thoughts, ideas and values when they 
are fundraising, giving, helping, seeking to inspire 
others or raise awareness. There is a social 
element to humanitarian action that can be 
traced and studied, as well as fostered to aid self-
mobilisation with a flow-on social effect. Social 
media tools help people, organisations, 
businesses or local charities and social 
enterprises, promote their actions and build 
interest and inspiration around those actions in a 
positive way.  

Our typology of everyday humanitarian actions 
captures some of the prominent patterns that 
emerge when people share that activity through 
social media. It also connects these dominant 
actions with humanitarian targets, within a set of 
specific and generic situations and settings. While 
we are only able to capture activity that has been 
tagged with either of the two hashtags we 
examined (#volunteer, #charity), these tags 
provide a significant mechanism for sharing 
common activities, values and ideals associated 
with humanitarianism, volunteering and 
community building.    

Temporality
In situ or crisis
Everyday

Social
Group or crowd

Individual

Location or 
site

Indoor
Outdoor

SITUATION 

KEY FINDINGS:  

• A clear and narrow set of common 
actions emphasise: promoting 
causes, fundraising, giving (time), 
inspiring and helping 

• People rarely publicise acts of giving 
money, but share giving time, 
helping, fundraising  

• Promotion (both direct and indirect) 
is a primary activity and points to the 
advocacy and connective role of 
Instagram for humanitarian action 

• Groups give time (volunteering, 
giving), individuals give or raise 
money (charity, fundraising) 

• Community care and social cohesion 
public health and wellbeing are the 
most common humanitarian targets  

• Humanitarian action clusters around 
the CBD and inner suburbs  
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Key point: The dominant actions and the main targets or issues that are conveyed in the Instagram 
sample tells us that efforts to promote a cause, fundraise, give blood and volunteer time revolve 
around public health, and community and social cohesion. These efforts are amplified and 
connections are made through the process of image sharing, tagging, and otherwise communicating 
via Instagram.  

People share a narrow range of core humanitarian actions on Instagram 
  

 

Figure 1. Most common categories of humanitarian action (N = 425) 

In addition to Promoting, the actions of Fundraising, Giving (time), Inspiring, Raising Awareness and 
Helping dominated the Action category. Figure 1 represents the range of humanitarian actions 
observed in the Instagram sample, and indicates the proportion of times these actions appeared. 
While these categories are distinguished for the purpose of establishing a typology of core actions, 
there are close connections, and many posts are double or even triple coded to reflect overlaps and 
multiple actions. For instance, actions that denote fundraising, giving or inspiring, are often also 
promoting an organisation, business or charity either directly or indirectly. This could involve inclusion 
of a hashtag in the caption for #redcrossau, or a shout-out to the Yarraville Butterfly Guides (Figure 3).  

Promotion is the dominant humanitarian action coded overall. This is predictable given the logic of 
social media and platforms’ commercial functionality, but also involves some nuance and 
qualification. We classified promotion as the key action when an event such as fundraising, fun run, 
charity event or similar activity was associated either directly, or indirectly to an NGO, campaign, 
business or social enterprise. Individuals might photograph a crowd, for example, and through a 
caption or hashtag associate it with an organisation or charity campaign. Or, a post could be more 
directly promoting an organisation, event or cause. In each of these cases, organisations or individuals 
are connected with a set of humanitarian Targets, in a particular setting and Situation. 

Figure 2 illustrates the concentration of promotion and advocacy related action around Melbourne 
CBD and inner suburbs, and maps instances of direct and indirect promotion in relation to the other 
Action categories.   
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Figure 2. Distribution of Direct and Indirect Promotion by action across inner Melbourne suburbs  

The largest number of indirect promotion posts for #Charity is Helping (n = 27), followed by Giving 
Resources (n = 16) and Giving Time (n = 16) while direct promotion was Fundraising (n = 45) followed 
by Raising Awareness and Giving Time with under 10 posts. For #Volunteering, Giving Time had the 
highest number of posts for both Indirect Promotion (n=16) and Direct Promotion (n = 24). 
Interestingly, there was zero #Volunteer Direct or #Charity Indirect Promotion of Fundraising. This 
suggests that when charity work is connected with Fundraising people promote their organisation 
directly, while charity work connected with Helping organisations are only promoted indirectly.   



17 | P a g e  
 

Fundraising and giving each represent common activities that capture and express ideals around 
sharing wealth and resources with those most in need, and the actions associated with volunteering 
that go beyond financial resources to account for the giving of time and effort. In fact, people or 
organisations almost never directly publicise or share their own giving or donation of money. This may 
be an Australian cultural trait, and comparative cultural analysis would be interesting here. It also 
points to the role that charity and fundraising events play in addressing humanitarian need. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Examples of Fundraising, Giving (time, resources, blood) 

We broke down the broad category of giving further into giving time, resources, money, blood. By far 
the most common giving action was giving time. This reflects the dominant form that volunteer 
service takes, as well as the enthusiasm people have for sharing those experiences with others. Blood 
donation contributed to actions targeted toward public health, however activities targeting public 
involved a range of other interactions with health institutions and health causes.    
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Figure 4. Examples of (Giving time and resources), Inspiring, and Raising Awareness 

 
Inspiring and raising awareness both relate to actions that draw attention to humanitarian or 
wellbeing issues, but often in a more indirect way. They commonly involve use of graphic text or 
signs, design, #inspiration quotes as medium for conveying humanitarian values rather than sharing 
actions, events, locations and situations. Often global humanitarian causes are the motivator for local 
fundraising or charity work.  
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Public health and Community or social cohesion are the primary targets  
Given the focus of humanitarian work around human welfare, the emphasis placed on issues of public 
health in the Instagram sample is not surprising. Blood donation featured some posts, showing both 
the activity and appeals to others to give blood. While animal welfare and land care were present in 
the sample, they were not as common a target as expected. Self-care and friendship featured as 
additional targets that not originally expected, but presented in enough posts to be relevant. 

Figure 5. Most common humanitarian Targets, causes or values (N = 425) 

One of the most surprising findings of our analysis was the emphasis placed on community and social 
cohesion. These were posts related to a broad category of supporting human welfare in a local or 
global community context. Individuals or groups might be fundraising for a local school, or as in Figure 
6, fundraising to support the ongoing local charity work of Sacred Heart mission. We attributed the 
prevalence of this category mainly to the personal nature of Instagram image sharing, and a strong 
focus on local issues and needs within community settings. These are issues that affect people in their 
everyday lives. And these posts point to the significance of local action and community-oriented 
humanitarian activity.  

Figure 6. Example of Community and Social Cohesion as Target  

Charity and fundraising activities such as concerts, festivals or dinners constitute a wide range of 
situations that have the target of improving lives locally and in many different ways. We saw these 
kinds of activities as targeting community and social cohesion, building resilience, and fostering civic 
engagement. Figure 7 below shows the spatial distribution of humanitarian targets for each hashtag 
across Victoria, and in and around Melbourne CBD.   
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Figure 7. Distribution of humanitarian Targets Public Health and Community Cohesion, for #Volunteer 
and #Charity posts in both Rural Victoria and Melbourne Local Government Areas.  

Once zoomed in, the Eastern suburbs have more Public Health and Community Social Cohesion posts 
across both hashtags than the western parts of Melbourne. And Community Cohesion appears 
generally more geographically dispersed than Public Health for both hashtags.   
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Settings and situations    
Outdoors and Indoors are almost as common, but indoor settings seem to be mainly commercial or 
public venues (gathering spaces). Outdoors includes urban locations most commonly, but also non-
urban natural locations. Temporally, everyday activities are twice as common as ‘in stitu’ or event 
type activities. There were some sport events shown, but few instances of crisis, perhaps reflecting 
our data collection period where there were no significant local, international or global incidents. 
Activities are fairly equally ‘social’ and ‘individual’, with singular (selfie), multiple and group posing 
fairly common. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Comparison of social vs individual posts (N = 425) 

Figure 9. Most common situations (N = 425) 
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There are more than twice as many posts attributable to an Individual than to a group or Social 
situation when including Objects and Illustrations (as types of individual focus or point of view) (Figure 
8). However, for a platform that is personal or individual-oriented, the number of social situations and 
settings for humanitarian actions is itself a highlight.   

By looking at the kind of activities people undertake against 
the settings and social situation (whether related to group 
or individual activity), we found an interesting trend toward 
groups giving time and volunteering effort, and individuals 
associated more directly with charity and fundraising.  

Unsurprisingly, given the medium is Instagram, more of the 
images showed people Posing (136) – individually, in small 
or large groups – rather than showing Objects or scenes (106). We classified Selfies as a situation or 
setting to capture the personal and intimate address of many of the images, and the way they were 
associated with individuals, groups and local communities.  

 

Figure 10. Examples of posing, in situ and everyday, in an urban outdoor setting 

Groups give time 
(volunteering, giving), 
individuals give money 
(charity, fundraising) 
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Humanitarian activity clusters around Melbourne CBD 
Our GIS analysis and mapping work emphasised the clustering of humanitarian activity around 
Melbourne CBD and inner suburbs, with some scattered activity throughout the state.  

Figure 11. Distribution of #Volunteer and #Charity actions in rural Victoria, with two inset maps in 
Warrnambool (West) and Port Albert (East) Victoria to show that the location of posts in rural Victoria 
are often coming from the same space. Location tags can be less precise outside of major population 
centres   
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Full explanation of the concentration of humanitarian activity in and around Melbourne CBD, requires 
more Instagram data and cross reference against additional datasets. The CBD offers a greater 
number of tangible, iconic locations and sites, as well as events and social and charity related 
activities. When posting, locations, venues and named places are suggested by Instagram according to 
the coordinates of where the photo was taken. We can say that the process of location tagging an 
image is an active one, involving choices about where to position or locate the image publicly. 

 
Figure 12. Example of Melbourne city centre #volunteer post  

  
Figure 13. Example of Regional Victoria #charity post 

We can focus on the locations in the CBD that attracted the most intense activity. These were the 
entertainment, restaurant and event precincts along Southbank and the Yarra River, north of 
Federation Square around Melbourne Town Hall and North along Swanston Street. 

The following two maps (Figure 14) show the density of where the #Volunteer and #Charity posts are 
located. The higher the peak, the more posts that occurred in this area. The action that motivates the 
most #Volunteer posts is ‘Giving time’ (GREEN). For #Charity, the action it was mainly for ‘Community 
Social Cohesion (RED) or for ‘Public Health’ (BLUE). Not surprisingly, the highest density of actions 
occurs in the CBD near Federation Square, but the other smaller peaks could be used to explore what 
areas, buildings, parks, etc. experience the most #Charity / #Volunteer Instagram posts.  
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Figure 14. Mapping the ‘Target’ (Community Social Cohesion vs Public Health) with the associated 
‘Action’. Green = #Volunteer-Community Cohesion-Giving Time. Red = #Charity-Community Cohesion-
Fundraising. Blue = #Charity-Public Health-Fundraising. #Volunteer is associated most strongly with 
Giving time, and #Charity is associated most strongly with Fundraising. Interestingly, all three are 
concentrated in the same part of the CBD, near Flinders street suggesting this is an ‘Instagrammable 
Space’ in Melbourne.  
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If we look at Local Government areas (Figure 15), it is interesting to see that there is little activity in 
Hume, Whittlesea, Hobsons Bay, Glen Eira or Darebin. This may be attributable to the low number of 
location-enabled or location-tagged Instagram posts in those areas from accounts set to Public. But 
this is not likely to be the whole story. It is also like that there is a greater concentration of events, 
venues and organisations in the CBD around which humanitarian activity takes place and is shared 
publicly (and thought to be sharable) via Instagram.  

Figure 15. Distribution of Actions across inner Melbourne and Local Government Areas  
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SUMMARY & NEXT STEPS 
Our analysis of Instagram posts geo-located around Victoria and especially in and around Melbourne’s 
CBD offers the following key findings:  

• A clear and narrow set of common actions emphasises: promoting causes, fundraising, giving 
(time), inspiring and helping 

• Promotion (both direct and indirect) is a primary humanitarian activity and points to the 
advocacy and social connections role of Instagram for humanitarian action 

• Volunteering and giving time are more often experienced as social activities, while individuals 
are associated more consistently with charity and fundraising  

• People rarely publicise acts of giving money, but share giving time, helping, fundraising  

• Community care and social cohesion, along with public health and wellbeing are the most 
common humanitarian targets  

• Humanitarian action clusters around the CBD and inner suburbs and becomes more 
individual, rather than social, the closer it gets to Melbourne CBD 

These findings are not exhaustive. Instagram activity is dynamic, ephemeral and responsive to 
individual contexts and circumstances – and these are always changing. This is why we need analytical 
methods capable of working with and making sense of social data of this kind.   

There is more to know and understand about the way Promotion as an Action category works as an 
advocacy practice and in connection individuals, NGOs, businesses and social enterprises around 
humanitarian values and events. We need to tease apart the Target category of Community and 
Social Cohesion to better understand the values and actions people ascribing to the associated 
notions of local or global human welfare. The clear divide between the North and West of Melbourne, 
and the CBD and Eastern suburbs requires further analysis. And we can further test the pattern of 
activities closer to the CBD shifting from social to individual in focus. 

Our future research will build on this analysis using predictive modelling and draw out more detailed 
comparative analysis against existing data sets, such as Australian Red Cross mobilisation and 
campaign data, socioeconomic data, and other urban precinct data. This will involve:   

• Analysing social media-based humanitarian action data against existing Australian Red Cross 
data sets (such as such as RC volunteer locations, RC volunteer office locations, and recent 
emergency / event locations) 

• Applying a predictive model of humanitarian action through natural language processing and 
machine learning image analysis to produce actionable knowledge that can improve 
strategies for mobilising and volunteering  

The research presented in this report represents an information base on which we can layer and 
deepen the analysis of everyday humanitarian activity. Our ongoing work will add layers of analysis 
against the findings presented and mapped here, to cross reference socio-economic data, 
volunteering and campaign data, and other data relevant to understanding and enhancing 
humanitarian and volunteer activities across Australia.  
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