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Instagram, with more than 30 billion images shared and 300 million monthly 

active users, generates an average of 70 million photos per day1. The 

mobile-based photo- and video-sharing social network powers the sharing of 

images and creation of community among users around the world. At only five 

years old, the platform has shown significant growth in its overall user base 

and in almost every demographic group in the past year2. 

As people join Instagram in droves, brands have a unique opportunity for 

engagement with their fans: Instagram posts generate a per-follower 

engagement rate of 4.21 percent—58 times more engagement per follower 

than Facebook and 120 times more than Twitter3.

Success for brands on Instagram takes more than publishing attractive 

images—it is the product of thoughtful strategy, a well-defined brand identity 

grounded in visual creativity and e�ective community management. As you 

explore the potential of Instagram for your business, keep in mind the particular 

strengths of visual social media for telling a compelling story about your brand. 

To help you develop an Instagram marketing strategy based on clear objectives 

and measurable results, we’ve put together this comprehensive guide. 

1. https://instagram.com/press/

2. http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/01/09/social-media-update-2014/

3. http://blogs.forrester.com/nate_elliott/14-04-29-instagram_is_the_king_of_social_engagement

https://instagram.com/press/
https://instagram.com/press/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/01/09/social-media-update-2014/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/01/09/social-media-update-2014/
http://blogs.forrester.com/nate_elliott/14-04-29-instagram_is_the_king_of_social_engagement
http://blogs.forrester.com/nate_elliott/14-04-29-instagram_is_the_king_of_social_engagement


Determine Your Objectives
Whether you haven’t published a single photo or you want to elevate your 

existing presence, consider the following when creating your Instagram strategy:

•     What will Instagram allow you to do that other platforms don’t?

•     Who is your target audience, and which members of your audience are 

active on Instagram?

•     How will Instagram integrate with other networks in your social strategy?

Instagram’s focus on visual sharing o�ers a unique platform to showcase your 

culture and people in addition to your products and services. The mobile nature 

of the app lends itself to quickly capturing moments, giving followers a chance 

to interact with your brand in a way that can feel more casual and 

instantaneous than on other networks. Depending on your industry, brand and 

key performance indicators, your Instagram strategy might include many of the 

following objectives:

As you continue to develop your strategy, these objectives will guide you in 

determining the best approach to each part of the process.

Increase brand awareness.

Demonstrate company culture.

Showcase your team and recruit new talent.

Increase customer engagement and loyalty.

Showcase products and services.

Enhance and complement event experiences.

Incentivize consumer engagement with your brand.

Share company news.

Grow your community.

Connect with influencers.

Drive sales through a third-party app.
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Develop a Content Strategy
Content is the foundation of your Instagram presence. Many B2C businesses 

use Instagram to make their product the star of the show, while B2B companies 

often focus on company culture and team recruitment. Based on your target 

audience and objectives, develop a plan to deliver eye-catching content to your 

community on a consistent basis.

BUILD CONTENT THEMES

Review your objectives and determine what aspects of your brand to showcase 

in your Instagram content. Products, services, team members and culture all 

o�er rich potential for subject matter over time. Once you have a list of specific

content themes, brainstorm possible subjects for your images and videos.

Some companies focus on showcasing their products and services, o�ering 

practical tutorials or going the opposite direction and creating whimsical 

tableaux with their product as the hero. Oreo does a fantastic job of this by using 

their cookies in works of art—often landscapes or recreations of historical moments.
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oreo      • 1 month ago

There’s no downhill when the hill is a cookie.

+ Follow

27.5k likes 385 comments

oreo      • 5 weeks ago

One very small step for snacks.

+ Follow

23.4k likes 225 comments

https://instagram.com/p/3B4FO7RtPW/
https://instagram.com/p/23uXAxxtMp/


DETERMINE TYPES OF CONTENT & RATIO

Instagram started as a photo-sharing app, but its wide base of creative users is 

publishing everything from graphics to animated GIFs. As you plan out your 

content, consider a balance of content types that will work best for the 

resources you have and the engagement you want from your audience. If video 

enables you to tell a compelling story about your product, work it into your 

content more often. If you don’t have the resources—time, skills or comfort 

level—to execute video at the level you want, you may choose not to publish 

video at all or to reserve it for specific campaigns and promotions. With 

composition for Instagram, quality matters, and it is worth spending the time to 

create the best possible content.

SET A CONTENT CALENDAR, BUT BE FLEXIBLE

To establish and maintain an active presence on Instagram, determine the 

frequency with which you will post, and develop a content calendar that cycles 

through your themes and integrates key dates and campaigns. Instagram does 

not have a scheduling function, and it does not grant third-parties API access to 

publishing, which means that you cannot schedule posts directly on Instagram 

or through your social media management tool. That said, you can easily 

prepare content (photos, videos, captions) in advance and create a content 

calendar so that your team knows when posts should go live.

Some of the best content for Instagram will occur spontaneously, especially if 

your aim is to highlight company culture or events. By preparing content and 

setting a general schedule in advance, you can allow the flexibility to take 

advantage of opportunities when they occur. During events, be ready to publish 

quickly to take advantage of real-time social engagement.

4

INSTAGRAM FOR BRANDS

GIF



CONSIDER CURATING 

USER-GENERATED CONTENT (UGC)

If your Instagram community members are sharing 

their own content featuring your brand, you have 

access to a repository of potential content gold. 

Curating content from your fans allows you to foster 

audience engagement and create an incentive for 

your audience to share their own creative ways of 

interacting with your products, services or company. 

You can find user-generated content on Instagram by 

monitoring your branded hashtags. As always, the 

photos you choose to curate should match your brand 

aesthetic. Make sure to review users’ accounts and 

other posts before sharing their content in order to 

judge whether it is appropriate to publicly align your 

brand with them by sharing their photo. In terms of 

best practices, it’s courteous to ask someone for 

permission before sharing (“regramming”) a photo. 

Always give credit by @mentioning the original 

photographer in your caption, and provide your fans 

with insight on how to share more photos that your 

brand might feature in the future.

Pottery Barn does an excellent job of increasing brand 

awareness by encouraging Instagrammers to use the 

hashtag #mypotterybarn in order to have their photos 

shared by the brand. When regramming a customer’s 

photo, Pottery Barn uses the caption to comment on 

the original, often giving a compliment to the 

photographer and always referring to the specific 

Pottery Barn item(s) featured.

potterybarn      • 2 weeks ago + Follow

27.5k likes 385 comments
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#welcomehome! We love how @redant27 used one of our indoor/outdoor rugs 

outside her front door. #mypotterybarn #frontdoordecor

https://instagram.com/p/3tnqZHTfzU/
https://instagram.com/potterybarn


Establish Clear Guidelines
Style, Publishing & Workflow

A consistent voice on social media is key to building your brand, and on a 

visual platform such as Instagram, the need for a clearly defined aesthetic adds 

an additional layer of consideration. Even if one person is responsible for 

managing your brand’s Instagram account, establishing guidelines for photo 

and video composition, filter use and captions will ensure that your Instagram 

content is part of a unified brand experience for your followers.

CREATE AN INSTAGRAM STYLE GUIDE

When publishing on Instagram, you have more decisions to make than which 

filter looks best. From visual composition to location tagging to using hashtags 

in your captions, planning your approach in advance allows you to maximize 

the potential of each Instagram feature and functionality.
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Brand Aesthetic

Review the existing visual representations of your 

brand—your logo, website, graphics, stock 

photography and other collateral. Do you have an 

established color palette? A cool or warm tone to 

pictures? Your Instagram content, and the editing 

e�ects and filters you choose, should reflect the same.

Composition

Not every social media marketer is a natural 

photographer, and even for those who are, Instagram’s 

square frame is a departure from traditional landscape 

and portrait images. Determine your approach to a few 

basic elements of composition in order to create a 

sense of visual harmony: backgrounds, white space 

balance, dominant colors and subject.

mailchimp     • 69 weeks ago + Follow

239 likes 35 comments

mailchimp     • 45 weeks ago

All he needs is a cooler next to him for that float trip. ;)

+ Follow

515 likes 10 comments
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MailChimp is an example of a company with a well-defined brand aesthetic and 

excellent, consistent photo composition. It’s photos, videos and GIFs typically 

use simple backgrounds with one dominant color, allowing the subject to stand out.

Your style guide should outline your approach to each of the following:

https://instagram.com/mailchimp/
https://instagram.com/p/k9y3EnMzIc/
https://instagram.com/p/rpJtT3MzP5/


Using Filters, Lux & Creative Tools

Instagram o�ers several ways to edit photos and 

videos. Review filters and their e�ects to select a 

handful that fit your brand’s aesthetic and ensure 

visually consistent content.

For photo editing, you also have the option to apply 

Lux or use creative tools. Lux (the sun symbol) adjusts 

the contrast and saturation of your photo. Tools (the 

wrench symbol) allows you to individually adjust 

brightness, contrast, warmth, shadows, color and 

more. For video editing, you can select a filter, trim 

content and choose a specific cover image that will 

show up in the News Feed.

Captions

Approaches to writing Instagram captions 

vary—captions are limited to 2,200 characters, which 

means that while some users omit captions altogether, 

others approach sharing as a form of microblogging 

and write a short story to accompany every post. Don’t 

worry about long captions deterring followers from 

engaging with your content: according to Simply 

Measured, there is no statistically significant 

correlation between caption length and engagement1.

As with all aspects of style, consistency is key. Your 

copy guidelines should include whether sentence 

fragments are acceptable, whether you will use emoji 

and hashtags (and how many to use in a given post) 

and what your policy is around @mentioning other users.
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1. http://get.simplymeasured.com/rs/simplymeasured/images/InstagramStudy2014Q3.pdf

http://get.simplymeasured.com/rs/simplymeasured/images/InstagramStudy2014Q3.pdf
http://get.simplymeasured.com/rs/simplymeasured/images/InstagramStudy2014Q3.pdf


Hashtags

Hashtags allow Instagrammers to discover content and 

accounts to follow, so using them is a good way to 

connect with new followers and increase engagement 

on your posts. A study by Track Maven found that, for 

Instagram accounts with less than 1,000 followers, 

posts with 11 hashtags received the most interactions 

(likes and comments). For accounts with more than 

1,000 followers, posts with five hashtags received the 

highest average interactions. Instagram allows up to 

30 hashtags per post or comment, so decide whether 

your brand will use them, how many to include in a 

typical post and whether you want to create branded 

hashtags to align with your content themes. In terms of 

copy guidelines, you can use hashtags within your 

copy—“welcome to #NYC”—or at the end of a post. 

Which looks best to you?

Add to Photo Map

Location tagging, or geo-tagging, using the Add to 

Photo Map feature is another way to increase 

engagement and allow new users to discover your 

content—posts with a location receive 79% higher 

engagement than posts without1. For organizations 

that use Instagram during travel and events, at multiple 

sites or to promote destinations, geo-tagging is a 

particularly useful feature.

Tag People

If you tag other Instagram members in a post, it will 

show up on their profile under the Photos of User 

section. You can use this functionality to tag individuals 

or brands featured in your posts, and users will be able 

to tap your photo to view and click tagged handles.

Social Sharing

Instagram allows you to connect your profile to 

accounts on Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, Flickr and 

Foursquare and automatically push your photo to 

those networks. Determine whether you want to 

cross-post or promote your Instagram content in this 

way. If cross-posting is an important part of your 

strategy, make sure that anyone managing your 

Instagram account has access to linked accounts in 

case they need to reauthenticate the connection.
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joehiker

Sedona Hiking Trails

#hiking #hikingadventures 

#hikingtrails

1. http://get.simplymeasured.com/rs/simplymeasured/images/InstagramStudy2014Q3.pdf

http://pages.trackmaven.com/rs/trackmaven/images/TM_Fortune500_Instagram_Report.pdf
http://get.simplymeasured.com/rs/simplymeasured/images/InstagramStudy2014Q3.pdf
http://get.simplymeasured.com/rs/simplymeasured/images/InstagramStudy2014Q3.pdf


IDENTIFY TEAM MEMBERS & ROLES

Your primary social media manager should certainly be part of your Instagram 

marketing, but other team members may also provide valuable contributions. 

Depending on your team and objectives, you might divide responsibilities into 

content creation and publishing, community management, discovery and 

analytics, and assign them to team members with di�erent strengths. 

For organizations that require outbound message approval before publishing, 

establish a clear process for creating and reviewing content. One caveat, 

though: Capturing and sharing moments in real time is part of Instagram’s 

purpose. When posting during live events, make sure your workflow will hold up.

Foster Engagement & Set 
Guidelines for Community 
Management
From curating UGC to encouraging dialogue and building a community, 

Instagram o�ers huge potential for engagement with followers. If you stick to 

publishing and skip engagement, you will miss out on an opportunity to 

organically grow your following by interacting with fans and reaching new audiences.

OPTIMIZE YOUR BIO & LINK

With a 150 character limit, your Instagram bio should focus on what’s most 

important about your brand. Your bio is a good place to educate users too: 

While users cannot click on hashtags in your bio (on the mobile app) the way 

they can in captions, including a branded hashtag informs users how to share 

and find additional content related to your brand.

Keep in mind that the only live link you can include on Instagram is in your 

bio—only advertisers can share live links outside of that space. If one of your 

objectives is to drive tra�c back to your website or blog, include the link in your 
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profile and refer to it in individual posts by using text like “link in profile” in your 

caption or as a custom geo-tag.

FOLLOWING ACCOUNTS

What kind of content do you want to keep a pulse on through Instagram? 

Following influencers in your industry—for example, if you are a clothing 

retailer, following top fashion bloggers—will help you keep an eye on 

interesting content and even find inspiration for your own posts. It helps to set 

basic guidelines around who your brand will and won’t follow, taking into 

consideration a few things: private accounts (the user must approve your 

request to follow), employee accounts, relevance to your brand and 

appropriateness of content (nothing that’s not safe for work, whatever that 

means in your industry).
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profile and refer to it in individual posts by using text like “link in profile” in your 

caption or as a custom geo-tag.

FOLLOWING ACCOUNTS

What kind of content do you want to keep a pulse on through Instagram? 

Following influencers in your industry—for example, if you are a clothing 

retailer, following top fashion bloggers—will help you keep an eye on 

interesting content and even find inspiration for your own posts. It helps to set 

basic guidelines around who your brand will and won’t follow, taking into 

consideration a few things: private accounts (the user must approve your 

request to follow), employee accounts, relevance to your brand and 

appropriateness of content (nothing that’s not safe for work, whatever that 

means in your industry).
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Food

following

following

following

following

following

following

A food company dedicated to organic 

living. Tag your photos #feedorganic



MANAGING COMMENTS, @MENTIONS & DIRECT MESSAGES

If your brand receives a large volume of engagement on Instagram, you may 

not have the time to respond to every comment. Using a social media 

management tool for Instagram will help ensure that no messages fall through 

the cracks.

For those messages that stand out as requiring a response, your team should 

have a plan in place for handling certain types of messages:

Certain messages may require a reroute to another platform; for example, it 

may be easier to handle support issues via live chat, phone or email. Use Bitly 

or another link-shortening tool to prepare an easy-to-remember shortlink to 

pages related to common inquiries.

A common practice on Instagram is to @mention other users—sometimes in a 

descriptive caption, sometimes in a comment—to give credit or draw their 

attention to a certain photo or video. If you receive notifications that your brand 

is @mentioned, it might be worth spending a moment to acknowledge an 

on-brand fan photo with a Like or a quick comment.

Instagram Direct allows users to send a photo or video directly to anyone rather 

than publishing it to their feed. If a user sends this type of message to your 

handle, and you aren’t following them, the post will be in your results queue, 

where you can accept their request to review and respond to their post. While 

some brands have successfully used Instagram Direct to collect 

user-submitted photos and reward fans, if these messages aren’t a part of your 

campaign or strategy, decide on a response procedure. In general, keeping 

interactions to public posts works best for most brands.

Support or customer service inquiries

Sales leads

Career inquiries

Negative or disparaging comments

Spam

INSTAGRAM FOR BRANDS
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http://sproutsocial.com/insights/heres-can-use-instagram-direct-reward-fans/


MONITORING HASHTAGS & LOCATION TAGS

Another way to see who’s talking about your brand, even if they aren’t 

mentioning your handle, is to monitor branded hashtags. Those hashtags often 

include your brand name and any common misspellings; names of products, 

services or events; and terms related to your organization. For us at Sprout, that 

means monitoring hashtags like #SproutSocial, #TeamSprout, #SproutLove, 

#SproutChat and #SproutAndAbout. You can’t control who will use your 

branded hashtags, so some posts may not be relevant, but monitoring the 

conversation will allow you to engage with followers who are sharing your 

brand with their networks.

If certain locations are significant to your organization, such as your 

headquarters or event spaces, regularly monitoring location tags will also help 

you identify users posting from those areas. When a location is tagged in a 

post, users can click on its name to see all public photos tagged in that 

place—giving them an overview of all content shared from a certain location.

DISCOVERY & OUTREACH

Just as you monitor branded hashtags, you can identify popular hashtags in 

your industry to monitor for engagement and use in your own posts. Join new 

conversations related to your brand by searching results for the hashtags you 

use, then examining hashtags used by people sharing similar content.
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Analyze Your Results
Tracking how your content performs and how your following grows will allow 

you to adapt your Instagram marketing strategy over time, delivering more of 

the content that your audience responds to and optimizing your plans for future 

campaigns. When looking at your sent messages, analyzing the number of 

comments and Likes received as well as the engagement rate for each post will 

show you how di�erent types of content perform. The engagement rate is a 

percentage of Likes plus comments on the post, divided by followers of the 

account at the time the post was sent.

Other metrics, such as overall follower count, branded hashtag mentions and 

location tags can give you an idea of the results of your publishing and 

engagement e�orts. You can also use post performance data to assess other 

factors, like the best time of day for audience engagement. Many brands also 

use a link to an Instagram-specific landing page or with a specific UTM tag in 

order to track the number of clicks on the link in their Instagram profile. 

As you develop and implement your brand’s Instagram marketing strategy, you 

will find what types of content, workflow and engagement practices work for 

you. Building your brand and growing a following on Instagram can be 

challenging, but with the right strategy, you will be able to tell a powerful story 

and encourage increased engagement on the platform and beyond.
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Likes +  Comments

= Engagement

Followers

http://sproutsocial.com/insights/google-analytics/


sproutsocial.com

START YOUR FREE 30 -DAY TRIAL

Sprout Social is a social media management platform for businesses. 

Sprout powers smart social communication for leading brands, including 

Anthropologie, GrubHub, Hyatt, MailChimp, Spotify and Zipcar. A 

powerful platform for business, Sprout enables brands to communicate 

more e�ectively, collaborate across teams and provide an exceptional 

customer experience. Headquartered in Chicago, Sprout is a Twitter 

Certified Product, Facebook Preferred Marketing Developer and 

Google+ Pages API Partner.

http://sproutsocial.com/
http://sproutsocial.com/pricing

