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In 2017, Instagram’s mental-health policies were thrust 
into the public spotlight when details emerged about 
the platform’s alleged role in the suicide of 14-year-old 
Molly Russell. A recent inquest revealed that the social-
media posts Molly viewed before she took her own 
life—content relating to anxiety, depression, self-harm, 
and suicide—were too graphic even for police and 
lawyers to view for long periods of time. In response 
to the ongoing investigation of social media’s alleged 
role in Molly’s death, Instagram has made a number of 
changes to “support and protect the most vulnerable 
people” (Mosseri, 2019a). In addition to completely 
removing content related to self-harm, part of Insta-
gram’s mental-health initiative involves adding sensitive- 
content screens in which images are obfuscated with a 
blur and accompanied by a warning: “Sensitive Content: 
This photo may contain graphic or violent content.” The 

primary purpose of these screens is to reduce “surpris-
ing or unwanted experiences” and allow people, in 
particular “vulnerable people” with mental-health con-
cerns, to avoid potentially distressing content. That is, 
although avoidance is generally considered a maladap-
tive coping response (Littleton et al., 2007), Instagram 
claims that minimizing exposure to negative content 
via sensitive-content screens helps to preserve mental 
health (Mosseri, 2019b). However, there is currently no 
research that has assessed whether sensitive-content 
screens operate as intended. To address this gap in 
knowledge, we examined whether people, including 

1097618 CPXXXX10.1177/21677026221097618Bridgland et al.Clinical Psychological Science
research-article2022

Corresponding Author:
Melanie Takarangi, College of Education, Psychology & Social Work, 
Flinders University 
Email: melanie.takarangi@flinders.edu.au

Curiosity Disturbed the Cat:  
Instagram’s Sensitive-Content Screens  
Do Not Deter Vulnerable Users From  
Viewing Distressing Content

Victoria M. E. Bridgland1, Benjamin W. Bellet2 , and  
Melanie K. T. Takarangi1
1College of Education, Psychology & Social Work, Flinders University, and 2Department of Psychology,  
Harvard University

Abstract
In an attempt to mitigate the negative impact of graphic online imagery, Instagram has introduced sensitive-content 
screens—graphic images are obfuscated with a blur and accompanied by a warning. Sensitive-content screens purportedly 
allow “vulnerable people” with mental-health concerns to avoid potentially distressing content. However, no research 
has assessed whether sensitive-content screens operate as intended. Here we examined whether people, including 
vulnerable users (operationalized as people with more severe psychopathological symptoms, e.g., depression), use the 
sensitive-content screens as a tool for avoidance. In two studies, we found that the majority of participants (80%–85%) 
indicated a desire (Study 1) or made a choice (Study 2) to uncover a screened image. Furthermore, we found no 
evidence that vulnerable users were any more likely to use the screens to avoid sensitive content. Therefore, warning 
screens appear to be an ineffective way to deter vulnerable users from viewing negative content.
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vulnerable users, use the sensitive-content screens to 
minimize their exposure to negative content. First, we 
investigated whether sensitive-content screens are help-
ful in deterring people from viewing potentially nega-
tive content. Second, we examined how vulnerability 
variables (operationalized as risk markers for psycho-
pathology such as depression) relate to the success or 
failure of deterrence.

Traditional trigger warnings—alerts that upcoming 
material may be offensive or distressing—are mostly 
limited to simple lines of text (e.g., “This article may 
contain themes related to sexual abuse”) presented 
before various types of media (e.g., news, social media, 
film/television, lectures). However, new policies on 
social media are primarily focused on censoring visual 
content via an image-processing technique called a 
Gaussian blur, which reduces image noise and detail 
(see Fig. 1). Although here we focus on Instagram, 
many other platforms, such as Facebook, Twitter, Reddit, 
and Buzzfeed, use similar sensitive-content screens. It 
is thus surprising that no research has investigated 

sensitive-content screens or the use of trigger warnings 
in a social-media context. However, research on tradi-
tional trigger warnings has found that at best, warnings 
appear to have little effect on people’s reactions toward 
material (Bellet et al., 2020; Boysen et al., 2021; Bridgland 
et al., 2019; Sanson et al., 2019). At worst, trigger warn-
ings create anticipatory anxiety before people view con-
tent (e.g., by increasing anxiety; Bridgland et al., 2019; 
Gainsburg & Earl, 2018) and in some cases increase 
perceptions of harm caused by the material (Bellet et al., 
2018). In fact, early research has shown that trigger warn-
ings may be the most deleterious for the very people 
they are intended to protect. For example, Jones et al. 
(2019) found that trauma survivors reported that their 
trauma was more central to their identity after reading 
distressing text passages marked with a trigger warning 
(vs. unwarned). Event centrality—the belief that a trau-
matic event marks a turning point in one’s life story—is 
associated with posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
symptoms (Berntsen & Rubin, 2006) and prospectively 
predicts more severe PTSD (Boals & Ruggero, 2016). 
Moreover, Bridgland and Takarangi (2021) found that 
warning messages prolonged the negative characteristics 
(e.g., PTSD-like symptoms) associated with recalling a 
negative memory over time.

Although trigger warnings have trivial effects on 
responses to potentially distressing material at best, the 
primary purpose of sensitive-content screens is to allow 
people who may have mental-health vulnerabilities to 
avoid or minimize exposure to potentially distressing 
content. Therefore, whether there is any evidence that 
such warning methods actually deter people from 
approaching potentially negative material must first be 
considered. Second, we need to examine whether it is 
likely that “vulnerable people” (i.e., those with symp-
toms of mental disorder or risk factors for the same) 
more specifically will use trigger warnings to minimize 
their exposure to potentially negative content.

Only a handful of studies have focused on how trig-
ger warnings may affect avoidance behavior, with 
mixed findings. In Bridgland, Barnard, and Takarangi 
(2021), participants reported they would avoid content 
related to a stressful/traumatic experience that was 
accompanied by a trigger warning to the same degree 
as content with no warning (Φ = .08). Likewise, in 
Bruce and Roberts (2020), members of the general 
population and trauma survivors showed equal prefer-
ence for news articles labeled with or without a trigger 
warning. Finally, Gainsburg and Earl (2018) found that 
participants were no less likely to select a film title for 
subsequent viewing when the title was accompanied 
by a trigger warning (vs. no warning). Therefore, early 
evidence that focuses specifically on trigger warnings 
suggests that sensitive-content screens may not deter 
users from consuming negative content.

Fig. 1. Example of a real Instagram sensitive-content screen used 
in Study 1. In Study 1, we used the sensitive-content screen warn-
ing worded as pictured here. Instagram subsequently changed the 
warning text to “Sensitive Content: This photo may contain graphic 
or violent content,” which we used in Study 2. However, in a sepa-
rate experiment (for details, see https://osf.io/2fdr7), we found no 
difference between the two warning types on uncovering behavior. 
Thus, this change in wording is unlikely to have had a meaningful 
effect on our results.

https://osf.io/2fdr7
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However, research on warnings in other domains 
shows that warnings can produce behavior that is the 
opposite of what is intended. In short, when people’s 
freedom to engage in an experience is restricted, that 
experience often becomes more attractive (Ringold, 
2002). This phenomenon is known as the “forbidden fruit 
effect,” and there is a substantive supporting literature. 
For example, viewing more advertisements warning of 
the dangers of smoking was positively correlated with 
stronger approval of smoking and intentions to smoke 
(Wakefield et al., 2006), and viewing a high-threat (vs. 
low-threat) warning about social-media censorship led 
to stronger feelings of aggression and support of social 
protests (Ng et  al., 2021). Similar patterns have been 
observed for warnings on violent television shows 
(Bushman & Stack, 1996) and video games (Bijvank 
et  al., 2009). Therefore, it is possible that sensitive- 
content screens make viewing images more attractive, 
which makes avoidance of negative material unlikely.

A closely related finding known as the “Pandora 
effect” also suggests that people often do not avoid 
potentially aversive stimuli. In fact, people may be more 
likely to engage with stimuli if the consequences of such 
engagement are uncertain and negative in nature (Hsee 
& Ruan, 2016). In one series of experiments, participants 
were more likely to expose themselves to uncertain 
negative outcomes (e.g., electric shocks and unpleasant 
sounds) than to certain neutral or certain negative out-
comes (Hsee & Ruan, 2016). Participants were also more 
likely to uncover a masked image of a disgusting 
insect—a choice similar in nature to that presented by 
a sensitive-content screen—if the outcome was uncer-
tain (marked with a question mark) rather than when 
the mask included a label of what the image contained 
(e.g., “mosquito”; Hsee & Ruan, 2016). Likewise, Ooster-
wijk (2017) found that participants deliberately chose 
to view images that portrayed death, violence, and harm 
over nonnegative alternatives. One explanation for these 
results is that people are driven by morbid curiosity to 
close an information gap and acquire information about 
the world (Loewenstein, 1994). This drive to acquire 
information may be particularly strong for negative 
information because negative information is typically 
uniquely negative (e.g., deviations from social norms) 
and thus represents a strong gain in information, unlike 
positive information, which is mostly alike in that it 
conforms to socially constructed norms of positivity 
(Silvia & Kashdan, 2009). A second, more parsimonious 
explanation is that people may be driven by a desire to 
resolve curiosity and uncertainty and therefore some-
times seek unhelpful negative information that provides 
no long-term pleasure, benefits, or gains (Hsee & Ruan, 
2016). Because sensitive-content screens do not provide 

any information about the kind of content that is blurred, 
they foster uncertainty. Furthermore, the accompanying 
warning message informs the viewer that the content 
will be negative. Thus, it is possible that because of the 
Pandora effect, these screens do not deter users.

Given previous research, it seems likely that sensitive-
content screens will not deter users from consuming 
negative material and may instead even increase users’ 
attraction to the material. However, several lines of 
research also suggest that sensitive-content screens may 
be even less likely to deter vulnerable people from con-
suming negative content—the very people Instagram is 
trying to protect. For example, people with prior lifetime 
exposure to violence and fear of future terrorism are 
more likely to seek out and watch disturbing content 
online (Redmond et  al., 2019). Recent research also 
suggests that some trauma survivors engage in “self-
triggering” behaviors (i.e., seeking reminders of their 
traumatic experience, e.g., graphic imagery and media; 
Bellet, Jones, & McNally, 2020). Likewise, people with 
or at risk of depression (vs. healthy control subjects) 
have difficulty disengaging attention from negative mate-
rial that has captured their attention and are more likely 
to use emotion-regulation strategies to maintain or 
increase negative mood states—for instance, by choosing 
to expose themselves to negative rather than positive 
imagery (Millgram et al., 2015).

There are several theoretical perspectives that may 
help researchers understand why people with mental-
health vulnerabilities may be attracted, rather than 
deterred, by warnings. First, vulnerable users may be 
troubled by the uncertain nature of their experiences 
and symptoms. Thus, they may be motivated to justify 
or make meaning of their experiences by seeking infor-
mation related to such experiences (Brashers & Hogan, 
2013). Indeed, the desire to make meaning of a trau-
matic experience was the best predictor of how often 
participants self-triggered (Bellet, Jones, & McNally, 
2020). Second, in line with Zillmann’s (1988) Mood 
Management Theory, we know that people often use 
media to regulate mood. Although it might be expected 
that people would typically select positive media to 
repair negative mood, people may instead seek other 
emotional goals beyond immediate mood repair and 
engage in “counterhedonistic” consumption behavior. 
For instance, clinically depressed people (vs. nonde-
pressed) are more likely to use emotion-regulation 
strategies to maintain or increase their level of sadness 
rather than to alleviate it (Millgram et al., 2015) perhaps 
because sad moods are familiar to people with depres-
sion. Therefore, it is possible that people with a ten-
dency toward negative mood states—perhaps because 
of depression or low well-being—or with a desire to 
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make meaning about their circumstances would be 
more likely to uncover screened images.

Third, although approaching aversive content may 
seem like the opposite of avoidance behavior, it may 
constitute experiential avoidance. That is to say, unwill-
ingness to remain in contact with private experiences 
(e.g., feelings of anxiety because of uncertainty) results 
in behaviors intended to reduce these experiences 
(Rains & Tukachinsky, 2014). Indeed, it is well docu-
mented that people with a range of mental-health con-
cerns (e.g., anxiety disorders and depression) also 
report higher intolerance of uncertainty—a character-
istic that relates to negative beliefs about uncertainty 
and its implications (Carleton, 2012). Thus, sensitive-
content screens may make people especially sensitive 
to the anxious state created by the unknown and 
increase their desire to uncover screened content.

Taken together, past research suggests that sensitive-
content screens may not be effective in deterring users—
including vulnerable users—from consuming negative 
content or may increase the attractiveness of negative 
content. However, no research has investigated how 
people respond to sensitive-content screens or trigger 
warnings in a social-media context. The present 
research investigated how participants interact with 
sensitive-content screens in two ways.

In Study 1, we asked participants how likely they 
would be to uncover a blurred image if they came 
across it on Instagram. Because the primary purpose 
of sensitive-content screens is to allow people who may 
be vulnerable to mental-health issues to avoid poten-
tially distressing content, we also measured a series of 
factors covering psychopathology and psychological-
vulnerability variables (i.e., depression, anxiety and 
stress, PTSD symptoms, general well-being, trauma history, 
centrality of traumatic event to identity, and treatment-
seeking behaviors) that we thought might relate to the 
likelihood that people would uncover these images. We 
had no specific hypotheses for Study 1, but the previ-
ous literature and psychological theory reviewed above 
suggest that sensitive-content screens would not be 
effective in deterring the majority of people—including 
people with mental-health vulnerabilities—from desir-
ing to view or deciding to view negative content. There-
fore, our analyses of vulnerability characteristics in 
Study 1 were exploratory in nature. In Study 2, we 
presented participants with a mock Instagram photo-
viewing task in which participants had the option to 
click to uncover (“see photo”) a single blurred image 
or select “next photo” to skip uncovering the image. As 
well as attempting to replicate our main findings, we 
also included additional measures of well-being in 
Study 2 to further explore the association between 
uncovering behavior and these variables.

Study 1

Method

We preregistered this study (https://osf.io/m6d9g). The 
data we report here were part of a larger project that 
also investigated the desire for news-filtering systems. 
Study 1 was approved by the Flinders University Social 
and Behavioral Research Ethics Committee. The data, 
supplementary files, and materials can be found at 
https://osf.io/rj987/. We report all measures, conditions, 
and data exclusions.

Participants. Participants were recruited online through 
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and received U.S. 
$2.50. The study was open to respondents above 18 years 
of age who were located in the United States. Because we 
wanted to recruit only Instagram users, participants who 
indicated that they did not use Instagram at the beginning 
of the survey were screened out.1 We excluded 13 partici-
pants for failing an attention check. For the magnitude of 
a correlation to be deemed stable, the typical sample size 
should approach 260 (Schönbrodt & Perugini, 2013, 2018). 
Therefore, we used a power-based stopping criterion and 
collected 260 participants after exclusions.

Participants ranged from 20 to 71 years old (M = 36.0 
years, SD = 10.69) and were more likely to be female 
(54.2%, 45% male; 0.4% preferred not to specify sex). 
Our sample was predominantly White (63.8%); other 
participants were of African American (14.2%), Asian 
(7.3%), Latinx (4.2%), or other (5%; e.g., mixed race/
biracial) descent; 5.4% of participants specified national-
ity (e.g., American/United States). The majority of par-
ticipants (55.8%) reported an income between $45,000 
and $140,000 and were predominantly (58.8%) college 
graduates.2

Measures.
Social-media/news-media use. We asked participants 

to indicate (from a list) which social-media sites they 
used on a regular basis. We also asked participants to 
indicate how many days of the past 7 days (never, 1 day, 
2 days . . . every day) and for how many hours each day 
(I don’t use, less than half an hour, 1 hr, 2–3 hr, 4–5 hr, 
> 6 hr) they used social media.

Instagram sensitive-content screens. Participants were 
presented with one example of a real Instagram sensitive-
content screen (from a pool of six examples) taken from 
the site (Fig. 1) and were told, “Imagine you are scroll-
ing (i.e., browsing) through Instagram posts and come 
across the following image.” Participants were then asked, 
“Would you click to uncover this image?” (1 = definitely 
no, 6 = definitely yes); “What factors would affect whether 
you would uncover the image?” (open-box response); and 

https://osf.io/m6d9g
https://osf.io/rj987/
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“Have you seen these screens on Instagram?” (yes/no). If 
participants answered yes, they were asked, “When you 
have seen the screens, do you typically click to uncover 
and see the image?” (1 = never, 6 = always). Finally, par-
ticipants were asked, “Would you turn off the sensitive- 
content screen feature (i.e., meaning that all photos would 
not be screened when browsing through Instagram) if 
you had the option to do so?” (yes/no).

Depression Anxiety Stress Scales–21. The Depression  
Anxiety Stress Scales–21 (DASS-21; Lovibond & Lovi-
bond, 1995) is a self-report instrument that measures the 
severity of depression (present study: α = .95), anxiety 
(α = .88), and stress (α = .91) in the past week. The 
scales demonstrate convergent validity with other well-
validated measures of depression and anxiety (Antony 
et al., 1998).

The Scales of General Well-Being short form. The Scales 
of General Well-Being short form (SGWB-14; Longo et al., 
2018) is a brief assessment that measures 14 dimensions 
of well-being (present study: α = .96). The scales demon-
strate convergent validity with other validated measures 
that tap various aspects of well-being (Longo et al., 2018).

Trauma History Screen. The Trauma History Screen 
(THS; Carlson et al., 2011) is a brief questionnaire that 
measures exposure to high-magnitude-stressor (HMS) 
events (sudden events that cause extreme distress in 
most people exposed) and events associated with post-
traumatic distress. The THS asks participants to respond 
yes or no to a list of 14 stressful events (e.g., a really 
bad car, boat, train, or airplane accident). If a participant 
answers yes, they are asked to indicate how many times 
that event has happened. Participants are then asked to 
indicate whether any of the events bothered them emo-
tionally, and, if so, they were asked to describe (in one 
or two sentences) the event that bothered them the most. 
If they responded no or had not experienced any of the 
events, they were asked to identify and describe (in one 
or two sentences) the most stressful experience of their 
life. Participants were told they would refer back to their 
identified event later in subsequent survey questions and 
tasks. All participants were then asked to provide their 
age at the time of the event; whether anyone was hurt 
or killed (yes/no); whether they felt afraid, helpless, or 
horrified (yes/no); how long they were bothered by it 
(1 = not at all, 4 = a month or more); and how much 
it bothered them emotionally (1 = not at all, 5 = very 
much).3 The THS has been validated for use in both clini-
cal and nonclinical populations and has excellent psy-
chometric properties and high reliability (r = .93 for HMS 
events in clinical samples and rs = .74–.87 for nonclinical 
samples) and correlates strongly (rs = .73–.76) with more 

detailed trauma-exposure measures (i.e., the Traumatic 
Life Events Questionnaire; Carlson et al., 2011).

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder Checklist. The Posttrau-
matic Stress Disorder Checklist (PCL-5; Bovin et al., 2016) is 
a self-report measure that corresponds to the symptom cri-
teria for PTSD from the fifth edition of the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (American Psychiat-
ric Association, 2013). Participants were asked to indicate, 
on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 4 (extremely), in relation 
to their most stressful/traumatic event—identified on the 
THS—how bothered they were by a list of symptoms over 
the past month (e.g., repeated, disturbing dreams of the 
stressful experience). The PCL-5 has excellent psychomet-
ric properties (present study: α = .96), test–retest reliabil-
ity (r = .84), and convergent and discriminant validity (see 
Bovin et al., 2016).

Centrality of Events Scale, seven-item version. The Cen-
trality of Events Scale, seven-item version (CES-7; Berntsen 
& Rubin, 2006) measures the centrality of a negative event 
to a person’s identity and life story. Participants were asked 
to think of the most stressful/traumatic event we asked 
them to identify and answer, on a scale from 1 (totally 
disagree) to 5 (totally agree), a series of questions (e.g., “I 
feel that this event has become part of my identity”; pres-
ent study: α = .93). The scale correlates highly with the full 
20-item version (r = .96) and displays a robust association 
with PTSD symptom severity (r = .37; Berntsen & Rubin, 
2006).

The Self-Triggering Questionnaire. Using the Self-
Triggering Questionnaire (STQ; Bellet et  al., 2020), we 
piped back participants’ most stressful/traumatic event text 
response from the THS and asked whether they had ever 
self-triggered with reminders of this event (yes/no). If par-
ticipants answered yes, we asked them to indicate the fre-
quency of these behaviors, their motives for self-triggering, 
and their methods of self-triggering. If participants answered 
no, we asked whether they had ever self-triggered in regard 
to any other stressful/traumatic event (yes/no), and if they 
answered yes, we asked them to describe this event and 
to indicate the frequency, motives, and methods for these 
self-triggering behaviors. We combined these categories of 
respondents together to form two final categories: people 
who had self-triggered in reference to either their most 
stressful/traumatic event or other stressful/traumatic event 
and people who had not self-triggered at all.4

Treatment-seeking behaviors. The treatment-seeking- 
behaviors questionnaire comprises items from the past- 
help-seeking section of the General Help-Seeking 
Questionnaire (Items 2–4; Wilson et  al., 2005) and the 
Actual Help-Seeking Questionnaire (Item 5; Rickwood 
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&  Braithwaite, 1994) and Eisenberg et al. (2009). Par-
ticipants were asked to indicate whether they have taken 
any medication, have seen a health professional, or 
sought help from a source other than a professional—in 
the past 6 months—to help with a personal problem.

Procedure. Participants were required to pass a Qual-
trics V2 Captcha and correctly answer eight of 10  
English-proficiency questions to enter the survey. We told 
parti ci pants the study was investigating engagement, 
personality, and life experience. Participants answered 
demographic questions, indicated which social-media 
sites they used, and completed the sensitive-content 
screen task. Next, participants indicated the frequency of 
their social-media use, completed the THS, indicated 
PTSD symptoms (PCL-5) and the centrality of the most 
stressful/traumatic event they had identified during the 
THS (CES-7), and answered questions on self-triggering. 
Participants then answered questions about depression, 
anxiety, and stress symptoms (DASS-21); well-being 
(SGWB-14); and individual difference characteristics5 in a 
randomized order. Finally, participants were asked about 
their beliefs about trigger warnings, whether they left the 
task for any period of time (if they answered yes, they 
were then asked when and for how long they had left), 
and whether they had any technical issues. Participants 
were then fully debriefed.

Results and discussion

Statistical overview. We ran analyses using null-
hypothesis significance tests (α = .05) in IBM SPSS (Ver-
sion 25) and JASP for MacOS (Version 0.13.1). Because 
our analyses on vulnerability characteristics in Study 1 
were exploratory in nature, we opted not to correct for 
multiple comparisons.

Participant characteristics. Because sensitive-content 
screens are intended for vulnerable populations, we 
examined our sample for prevalence of traumatic event 
exposure, possible PTSD, and depression, anxiety, and 
stress severity. Overall, 87.7% of participants reported 
experiencing one or more HMS events, and 68.1% of par-
ticipants reported a Criterion A event (actual or threat-
ened death or injury; Carlson et  al., 2011). The most 
common events reported were the sudden death of a 
close family member or friend (61.9%), followed by expo-
sure to a hurricane, flood, earthquake, tornado, fire 
(38.8%), or a really bad car, boat, train, or airplane acci-
dent (31.9%). Furthermore, 24.6% of the sample met crite-
ria for probable PTSD according to the conservative cutoff 
(sum score > 33; Bovin et al., 2016). For depression, 51.5% 
of our participants were in the normal range, 25.7% were 
in the mild-to-moderate range, and 22.7% were in the 

severe-to-extremely-severe range. For anxiety, 53.8% of 
our participants were in the normal range, 23.9% were  
in the mild-to-moderate range, and 22.4% were in the 
severe-to-extremely-severe range. For stress, 61.2% of our 
participants were in the normal range, 22.3% were in the 
mild-to-moderate range, and 16.6% were in the severe-
to-extremely-severe range (DASS-21 manual cutoffs). 
Most participants (85.8%) reported that they used social 
media every day in the past 7 days (the other responses: 
5 days = 5%, 6 days = 4.2%, 3 days = 1.2%, ≤ 2 days = 
0.8%) for an hour or more per day (the other responses: 
2–3 hr per day = 35%, 1 hr per day = 27.3%, > 6 hr per 
day = 15.8%, 4–5 hr per day = 12.7%, less than half an 
hour per day = 9.2%).

Desire to uncover sensitive-content screens and prior 
experience with sensitive-content screens on Insta-
gram. We asked participants whether they would click to 
uncover a sensitive-content screen (1 = definitely no, 6 = 
definitely yes); on average, participants indicated a clear 
desire to uncover (M = 4.56, SD = 1.52). We also dichoto-
mized participants’ answers as no (Responses 1–3) or yes 
(Responses 4–6); the majority (80%) of participants fell into 
the yes, or uncover, category.

Aside from asking participants about hypothetically 
encountering a sensitive-content screen, we also asked 
them about encounters and interactions with sensitive-
content screens in real life. More than half our partici-
pants (53.8%) indicated that they had previously seen a  
sensitive-content screen on Instagram. Participants who 
said they have seen the screens on Instagram reported 
that they almost always (M = 4.41, SD = 1.49; 1 = never, 
6 = always) uncover a screened image if they come 
across one. Finally, 51.5% of participants said they 
would like to be able to turn off the sensitive-content 
screen feature (so that all photos were not screened 
when browsing) if they had the option to do so.

Thus, sensitive-content screen do not appear effec-
tive in deterring the majority of people from approach-
ing potentially negative content. Next, we explored 
participants’ qualitative responses to help us under-
stand why. We coded participants’ text responses to the 
question “What factors would affect whether you would 
uncover the image?” (Table 1) using the thematic-anal-
ysis technique described by Braun and Clarke (2006): 
Data are coded and labeled according to overarching 
themes identified across the data set. More than one 
third of participants (35.8%) indicated that they simply 
wanted to see the image/picture; of these participants, 
75.3% (26.9% of our total sample) specifically men-
tioned they would uncover the image because of rea-
sons related to curiosity or related concepts such as 
intrigue. More than one third (36.2%) of participants 
indicated they would decide whether to uncover 
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depending on the context of the photo, such as who 
posted the photo or what the caption/description of 
the image was. We did not include contextual features 
such as captions, comments, or the posting account 
because we wanted to know how people react to  
sensitive-content screens independent of these factors. 
But future research should manipulate these contextual 
factors to determine how they may reduce or increase 
the desire to view sensitive content. Other popular 
reasons for uncovering/keeping the image covered 
included the type of content participants believed may 
be under the sensitive-content screen (14.6%; e.g., 
nudity or gore); participants’ physical surroundings 

(9.6%), such as their location (e.g., at work) and who 
was present (e.g., children); their current mood (6.9%); 
and whether they thought the content was something 
they would not want to see (5.4%).

Taken together, these data suggest that the primary 
motivations for deciding to view images are curiosity 
and the context in which the image is presented.

Is the desire to uncover a sensitive-content screen 
associated with psychological vulnerabilities? We 
next turned to our exploratory interest in whether par-
ticular psychological vulnerabilities are associated with 
the desire to uncover sensitive images. We correlated 

Table 1. Coded Text Responses to the Question “What Factors Would Affect Whether You Would 
Uncover the Image?” for Studies 1 and 2

Category Value

Study 1
Simply “Would want to see picture” or for more specific reason: 35.8% (93)
 Curiosity/intrigue (specific mention) 26.9% (70)
 Depend on interest level in the image/at the time 6.2% (16)
 Want to see why an image is covered 3.1% (8)
Context provided (e.g., posting account/comments/caption) 36.2% (94)
Type of content expected would influence choice (e.g., nudity, gore, violence.) 14.6% (38)
Physical location/other people present 9.6% (25)
Mood 6.9% (18)
If they believe it would be something they did not want to see/something negative 5.4% (14)
Typically would uncover/would always uncover 2.7% (7)
Typically would not uncover/would never uncover 1.5% (4)
Internet security concerns 1.2% (3)
“No factor would prevent me”/“none” 1.9% (5)
If they could visually guess what the image was 1.2% (3)
Trust in the warning that it is for one’s own good 0.8% (2)
Personality traits (e.g., cite general tendency to cope/not cope with sensitive content) 0.8% (2)
Miscellaneous (categories with < two people)/unclassifiable 4.2% (11)

Study 2
Simply “Wanted to see the picture” or for more specific reason: 72.5% (190)
 Curiosity/intrigue (specific mention) 46.2% (121)
 Interested in seeing image 4.2% (11)
 Want to see why the image is covered 3.8% (10)
Did not want to see something negative 12.6% (33)
Personality traits (e.g., cite general tendency to cope/not cope with sensitive content) 10.7% (28)
Type of content expected would influence choice (e.g., nudity, gore, violence) 8.4% (22)
Uncertainty 2.7% (7)
Did not expect negative content on Instagram/in the study 2.3% (6)
Typically would uncover/would always uncover 1.9% (5)
Context provided (e.g., posting account/comments/caption) 1.5% (4)
Mood 1.5% (4)
If they could visually guess what the image was 1.4% (4)
Not interested 0.8% (2)
Physical location/other people present 0.8% (2)
Miscellaneous (categories with < two people)/unclassifiable 5.0% (13)

Note: Values are percentages with ns in parentheses.
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participants’ reported desire to uncover the Instagram 
sensitive-content screen as measured on the 6-point scale 
with our continuous measurements of these variables 
(Table 2). We also ran a series of χ2 analyses on the 
desire to uncover as a dichotomous variable and our cat-
egorical dependent variables (Table 3). In terms of par-
ticipant demographics, we found that age was negatively 
associated with the desire to uncover, whereas a higher 
percentage of males (biological sex), compared with 
females and people who indicated they would prefer not 
to say their sex (n = 1), were more likely to fall into the 
yes/uncover classification. In terms of vulnerability fac-
tors, we found that the depression, stress, and total scores 
on the DASS-21 and the Criterion D (negative cognition/
mood) and Criterion E (hyperarousal) subscales of the 
PCL-5 were positively associated with the desire to 
uncover the sensitive-content screen and that well-being 
was negatively associated. We also found that people 
who indicated they self-trigger (yes) compared with peo-
ple who do not (no) were more likely to fall into the yes/
uncover classification.

To examine the characteristics that best predict 
uncovering behavior, we ran a binary logistic regression 
with our significant vulnerability characteristics as 
covariates and our dichotomized uncovering variable as 
the dependent variable. First, we checked for evidence 

of multicollinearity. We ran standard correlations with 
our vulnerability factor variables to check whether any 
variables were correlated at more than .70 with one 
another (as per our preregistration). No variables were 
correlated at more than .70. We also ran a standard 
linear regression, using the dichotomous Instagram 
uncover variable as our dependent variable and our 
vulnerability predictors, to further check multicollinear-
ity parameters. No variables had a tolerance value of 
less than .1, a variance inflation factor value of more 
than 10, or high variance proportions on the same 
eigenvalue (Field, 2005), which indicates no issue of 
multicollinearity among our predictors. In our main 
analysis, we entered all of our significant vulnerability 
predictors (DASS-21 total, well-being, PCL-5 total, and 
self-triggering, yes/no) in a single step (Table 3). We 
found that our model significantly predicted the desire 
to uncover (or not uncover) the sensitive-content 
screen, χ2(4) = 15.24, p = .004 (R2: Hosmer and Leme-
show = .06, Cox and Snell = .06, Nagelkerke = .09). 
Well-being and the tendency to self-trigger with a 
reminder of participants’ most stressful/traumatic event 
were statistically significant predictors in the model. 
This pattern shows that as well-being decreased, the 
odds of indicating a desire to uncover the sensitive-
content screen increased and that people with a ten-
dency to self-trigger (vs. not) were more likely to 
indicate a desire to uncover the image (and thus fall 
into the uncover category).

Taken together, our Study 1 findings demonstrate that 
sensitive-content screens do not seem to be effective in 
deterring the majority of people from desiring to view 
negative content; the primary motivations for desiring to 
view images are curiosity and the context in which the 
image is presented. Furthermore, in a set of exploratory 
analyses, we found that various psychological vulnerabil-
ity factors are associated with the desire to approach 
sensitive content. Therefore, it is likely that sensitive-
content screens are even less effective in encouraging 
avoidance behaviors for vulnerable users (e.g., people 
with mental-health vulnerabilities; especially people with 
lower well-being) than nonvulnerable users.

Study 2

In Study 2, we aimed to replicate and extend the find-
ings of Study 1. In Study 1, we measured the intent to 
uncover sensitive-content screens, which we thought 
might reflect a broad pattern of approach behavior  
(e.g., what do people typically do at any given time  
they encounter a sensitive-content screen). However, 
although intentions generally map onto future behavior 
(r = .53; Sheeran, 2005), intentions may be inconsistent 
with actual behavior—the intention–behavior gap 

Table 2. Correlations Between the Desire to Uncover and 
Continuous Variables

Variable Study 1 Study 2

Age –.16** .004
Social-media use (general) .05 .06
Instagram use — .04
DASS-21  
 Stress .12* .02
 Anxiety .11 –.002
 Depression .13* .03
 Total .13* .02
SGWB-14 –.17** –.06
WHO-5 — –.04
PCL-5  
 Criterion B intrusions .07 –.05
 Criterion C avoidance .06 –.07
 Criterion D negative cognition/mood .12* –.03
 Criterion E hyperarousal .14* .004
 Total .11 –.03
CES-7 –.01 —

Note: Values are correlation coefficients (r). DASS-21 = Depression 
Anxiety Stress Scales–21 (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995); SGWB-14 = 
Scales of General Well-Being short form (Longo et al., 2018); WHO-5 = 
World Health Organization Well-Being Index (Bech et al., 1996); PCL-5 =  
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder Checklist (Bovin et al., 2016); CES-7 = 
Centrality of Events Scale, seven-item version (Berntsen & Rubin, 2006).
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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(Sheeran & Webb, 2016). Therefore, in Study 2, we pre-
sented participants with a mock Instagram-photo-view-
ing task in which they had the option to click to uncover 
(“see photo”) a single blurred image or select “next 
photo” to skip uncovering the image. This change in 
procedure allowed us to examine whether participants’ 
hypothetical responses in Study 1 mapped onto a behav-
ioral task that more closely matches Instagram. In addi-
tion to attempting to replicate our main findings, we 
included additional measures of well-being. There are 
many ways of defining and therefore measuring well-
being (Dodge et  al., 2012). Whereas the SGWB-14 
focuses on 14 aspects of well-being (happiness, vitality, 
calmness, optimism, involvement, self-awareness, self-
acceptance, self-worth, competence, development, pur-
pose, significance, self-congruence, and connection), 
the World Health Organization Well-Being Index (WHO-
5; Bech et al., 1996) focuses on well-being as a single 
construct: positive well-being as a signifier of mental 
health and absence of mental illness (e.g., depression; 
Krieger et al., 2014).

Given the findings of Study 1, we predicted that a 
majority of participants (≈80%) would click to uncover 
the sensitive-content screen. We further predicted that 
lower levels of well-being and higher levels of PTSD 
symptoms and depression, anxiety, and stress symp-
toms would be associated with a higher probability of 
uncovering the sensitive-content screen. We also pre-
dicted that participants who indicated that they self-
trigger with reminders of their most stressful/traumatic 
event would be more likely to uncover the sensitive-
content screen. Finally, because self-triggering is asso-
ciated with PTSD severity (Bellet et  al., 2020), we 
predicted that the relationship between PTSD symp-
toms and uncovering behavior would be moderated 
by the self-triggering behavior. That is, we expected 
that PTSD severity would be more strongly associated 
with the decision to uncover for participants who 
endorsed self-triggering versus those who did not.

Method

We preregistered this study (https://osf.io/8n7er). Study 
2 was approved by the Flinders University Social and 
Behavioural Research Ethics Committee. The data, sup-
plementary files, and materials can be found at https://
osf.io/rj987/. We report all measures, conditions, and 
data exclusions.

Participants. Participants were recruited online through 
MTurk. Participants received a payment of U.S. $2.00. As 
in Study 1, the study was open to respondents above 18 
years of age who were located in the United States, and 
participants who indicated at the beginning of the survey 

that they did not use Instagram were screened out. We 
excluded one participant who failed all three embedded 
attention checks (Berinsky et al., 2021; Hauser & Schwarz, 
2015) and eight participants who indicated that they 
chose to uncover the photo because they believed the 
behavior was part of task requirements (e.g., a preregis-
tered requirement because we were seeking to under-
stand uncovering behaviors as those behaviors typically 
occur on Instagram). In total, we collected 262 partici-
pants after exclusions.

Participants ranged from 19 to 70 years old (M = 
35.68 years, SD = 9.61) and were more likely to be 
female (62.6%; male = 37.5%). Our sample was pre-
dominantly White (65.6%); other participants were of 
African American (11.1%), Latinx (8%), Asian (5.3%), or 
other (5%; e.g., mixed race/biracial) descent; 5% of 
participants specified nationality (e.g., American/United 
States). The majority of participants (58.8%) reported 
an income between $45,000 and $140,000 and were 
predominantly (61.8%) college graduates.

Measures.
Participants completed a mock Instagram task where 

they viewed a set offive neutral and five positive Nencki 
Affective Picture System (NAPS) photos (Marchewka 
et al., 2014)—randomly selected from one of 14 sets of 
10 images—in a random order; there was a “next photo” 
button to go to the next image. Each image was pre-
sented inside an Instagram frame to make it appear as 
it would on the website (Fig. 2). Participants then viewed 
a single sensitive-content screen image (a NAPS photo 
modified to look like an image with a sensitive-content 
overlay)—randomized from a pool of 20 possible 
images. They had the option to “see photo,” “uncover 
photo,”6 or just go to “next photo.” Participants did not 
actually see a negative photo—the photo task ended 
here. Participants were then asked, (a) “Why did you or 
did you not uncover the screened image?” (open box); 
(b) “Have you seen these screens on Instagram?” (yes/
no); if yes, “When you have seen the screens, do you 
typically click to uncover and see the image?” (1 = never, 
6 = always); and (c) “Would you turn off the sensitive-
content screen feature (i.e., meaning that all photos 
would not be screened when browsing through Insta-
gram) if you had the option to do so?” (yes/no).

As in Study 1, participants completed measures of 
social-media use and Instagram specifically; depression, 
anxiety, and stress symptoms (DASS-21; Study 2: depres-
sion α = .93; anxiety α = .89; stress α = .89); well-being 
(SGWB-14; α = .94); the THS; and PTSD symptoms (PCL-
5; α = .96). We also measured self-triggering by piping 
back participants’ most stressful/traumatic event text 
response from the THS and asked whether they had ever 
self-triggered with reminders of this event (yes/no; i.e., 

https://osf.io/8n7er
https://osf.io/rj987/
https://osf.io/rj987/
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from the STQ). In addition, participants completed the 
WHO-5 (Bech et al., 1996). Participants rated how five 
statements (e.g., “I have felt calm and relaxed”) applied 
to them over the past 2 weeks (0 = at no time, 5 = all of 
the time). Total scores (0–25) are multiplied by 4 to pro-
vide a percentage score (0 = worst possible quality of 
life, 100 = best possible quality of life; α = .91).

Procedure. Participants had to pass a Qualtrics V2 Capt-
cha and correctly answer eight of 10 English-proficiency 
questions to enter the survey. After asking them about 
their social-media usage, we allowed only Instagram users 
to enter the survey. As in Study 1, we told participants the 
study was investigating media engagement, personality, 
and negative personal experiences. Participants filled out 
demographic questions and then answered questions 
about Instagram use and items designed to reduce suspi-
cion about the true nature of our study: Participants rated 
how often they usually view a list of topics on Instagram 
(e.g., fashion, food, design, travel). Next, participants 
completed the mock Instagram task and related ques-
tions about sensitive-content screens, followed by the 
THS, PTSD symptoms (PCL-5), the single self-triggering 

question, and coping questionnaires7 in a randomized 
order. Participants then answered questions about depres-
sion, anxiety, and stress symptoms (DASS-21); well-being 
(the SGWB-14 and the WHO-5); and individual difference 
characteristics8 in a randomized order. Participants were 
then asked to indicate whether they behaved as they nor-
mally would on Instagram (yes/no), and if yes, they were 
asked to explain how they behaved differently and why. 
They were also asked whether they left the task for any 
period of time (if no, when and for how long) and 
whether they had any technical issues. Participants were 
then fully debriefed.

Results

Statistical overview. We ran analyses using null-hypothe-
sis significance tests (α = .05) in IBM SPSS (Version 25) 
and JASP for MacOS (Version 0.13.1). In cases in which 
data were missing, we used subscale-level mean substitu-
tion. One person missed three items on the SGWB-14.

Participant characteristics. We first examined our 
sample for prevalence of traumatic event exposure and 
possible PTSD, depression, anxiety, and stress. Overall, 
85.9% of participants reported experiencing one or more 
HMS events, and 65.3% of participants reported a Crite-
rion A event. The most common events reported were 
the sudden death of a close family member or friend 
(52.7%), followed by exposure to a hurricane, flood, 
earthquake, tornado, fire (44.7%), or a really bad car, 
boat, train, or airplane accident (28.2%). Furthermore, 
21.4% of the sample met criteria for a likely PTSD diag-
nosis according to the conservative cutoff on the PCL-5 
(> 33; Bovin et al., 2016). For depression, 54.6% of our 
participants were in the normal range, 29.7% were in 
the mild-to-moderate range, and 18.7% were in the 
severe-to-extremely-severe range. For anxiety, 59.2% of 
our participants were in the normal range, 19.8% were 
in the mild-to-moderate range, and 21% were in the 
severe-to-extremely-severe range. For stress, 61.8% of 
our participants were in the normal range, 26% were in 
the mild-to-moderate range, and 12.3% were in the 
severe-to-extremely-severe range. The majority of par-
ticipants (87.8%) reported that they used social media 
every day in the past 7 days (the other responses: 5 
days = 3.8%, 6 days = 3.1%, 2 days = 2.7%, 4 days = 
1.5%, 1 day = 0.1%, and 3 days = 0.4%) for an hour or 
more per day (2–3 hr per day = 39.7%, 1 hr = 21.8%, > 
6 hr = 17.6%, 4–5 hr = 11.8%, less than half an hour = 
9.2%). Most participants (51.1%) had used Instagram 
every day in the previous 7 days (followed by 2 days = 
11.1%, 3 days = 9.9%, 4 days = 9.5%, 5 days = 8.8%, 1 
day = 6.1%, 6 days = 2.7%, and did not use in the previ-
ous 7 days = 0.8%).

Fig. 2. Example of a Nencki Affective Picture System (NAPS) photo 
modified to look like an image with a sensitive-content overlay used 
in Study 2.



12 Bridgland et al.

Decision to uncover sensitive-content screens and 
prior experience with sensitive-content screens on 
Instagram. Recall that participants viewed a sensitive-
content screen from Instagram and had the option to 
uncover and view the photo or avoid the photo by select-
ing the “next photo” button. Consistent with the findings 
of Study 1, the majority of participants (84.7%) fell into 
the uncover category. Again, as in Study 1, we also asked 
our participants about encounters and interactions with 
sensitive-content screens in real life. More than half of 
our participants (64.5%) indicated that they had previ-
ously seen a sensitive-content screen on Instagram. Par-
ticipants who said they had seen the screens on Instagram 
reported that they almost always (M = 4.21, SD = 1.60;  
1 = never, 6 = always) uncovered a screened image when 
they came across one. Finally, 43.9% of participants said 
they would like to be able to turn off the sensitive- 
content screen feature (so that all photos were not 
screened when browsing) if they had the option to do so.

Like Study 1, we coded participants’ text responses to 
the question “Why did you or did you not uncover the 
screened image?” (Table 1) using the thematic-analysis 
technique described by Braun and Clarke (2006). A 
majority of participants simply stated that they uncovered 
the screened image because they wanted to see the 
photo (72.5%), and 63.7% of these participants (around 
half of our total sample = 46.2%) also specifically indi-
cated that they would uncover the image because of 
reasons related to curiosity or related concepts. The next 
most common response was to say they did not uncover 
because they did not want to see something negative 
(12.6%) or that they would uncover/keep covered on the 
basis of a general tendency/personality trait to cope with 
or not cope with distressing content (10.7%). The type 
of content that might be behind the screen (e.g., nudity 
or gore) was mentioned by 8.4% of participants. Although 
36.2% of participants in Study 1 mentioned contextual 
factors that may accompany a photo in real life (e.g., 

posting account, caption, comments), only 1.5% of par-
ticipants mentioned it in Study 2.

Taken together, Study 2 confirms Study 1, that sensitive- 
content screens do not appear to deter the majority of 
people from wanting to view potentially distressing 
images, and extends this finding from the desire to 
uncover to an actual behavioral task. Although curiosity 
remains a popular reason for approaching muted con-
tent, participants in Study 2 were more likely to cite 
not wishing to see negative content and personality 
traits and were less likely to mention the context of the 
image as a factor in decision-making.

Is the decision to uncover a sensitive-content screen 
associated with psychological vulnerabilities? Unlike 
in Study 1, we did not find any significant associations 
between psychological vulnerabilities and the decision to 
uncover the screened image in Study 2 (Tables 2–4). One 
potential statistical explanation for this pattern of results is 
the relatively high base rate of people who chose to uncover 
the image (n = 220) relative to people who avoided the 
image (n = 40), which may have led to variance heterosce-
dasticity. However, Levene’s test for equality of variances—
comparing people who uncovered and those who did not 
in Study 2—did not reveal any significant violations of 
homogeneity for any of our continuous dependent vari-
ables. Moreover, as noted earlier, because our analyses of 
vulnerability characteristics in Study 1 were exploratory in 
nature, we opted not to correct for multiple comparisons. 
Therefore, it is possible that the significant associations 
found in Study 1 can be explained by an inflated Type I 
error rate. We discuss further potential explanations below.

General Discussion

Instagram claims that sensitive-content screens allow 
vulnerable users—such as people with mental-health 
concerns—to minimize unwanted negative experiences. 

Table 4. Logistic Regression Results for Predicting Uncovering Desire and 
Vulnerability Characteristics

Predictor β exp b 95% CI for exp b p

Included  
 Constant 4.00 (1.16) 54.39 — < .001
 DASS-21 total –0.01 (0.02) 0.99 [0.96, 1.03] .621
 Well-being –0.04 (0.02) 0.96 [0.93, 1.00] .028
 PCL-5 total 0.01 (0.01) 1.01 [0.98, 1.03] .605
 Self-triggering (yes/no) –0.94 (0.40) 0.39 [0.18, 0.85] .018
Included  
 Constant 1.68 (1.53) 5.75 .274

Note: Values in parentheses are standard errors. exp b = the exponential value of b or odds ratio, 
which is the predicted change in odds for a unit increase in the predictor; DASS-21 = Depression 
Anxiety Stress Scales–21 (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995); PCL-5 = Posttraumatic Stress Disorder 
Checklist (Bovin et al., 2016).
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However, in two studies, we found that the majority of 
participants (80%–85%) indicated a desire (Study 1) or 
made a choice (Study 2) to uncover a screened image. 
Furthermore, we found no evidence that vulnerable 
users (i.e., people with more severe psychopathological 
symptoms) were any more likely to use the screens to 
minimize exposure to sensitive content. In fact, in Study 
1, we found that the desire to uncover a muted image 
was associated with a number of vulnerability factors, 
including depression, well-being, and PTSD symptoms. 
Although we did not replicate this pattern in Study 2 
when we directly measured uncovering behavior, we 
also did not find that vulnerable people were any more 
likely to use the screens as a tool for avoidance. Taken 
together, our results show that despite the claims made 
by Instagram, sensitive-content screens do not appear 
to be effective in deterring the majority of people or 
vulnerable users from consuming negative content.

Our findings fit with other recent research (Bridgland, 
Barnard, & Takarangi, 2021; Bruce, 2020) demonstrating 
that trigger warnings may not be an effective way to 
limit people’s exposure to negative material and with 
the broader finding that people often willingly expose 
themselves to negative content (e.g., Oosterwijk, 2017) 
despite potential negative sequelae (e.g., being dis-
tressed by the content). We also found preliminary evi-
dence that sensitive-content screens—and therefore 
possibly trigger warnings more generally—may enhance 
curiosity about potentially negative content. This result 
aligns with research on the forbidden-fruit effect: When 
something is forbidden or restricted, it becomes more 
attractive, and curiosity toward it increases (e.g., Ringold, 
2002). Our results also fit with the Pandora effect, which 
shows that people are especially willing to engage with 
stimuli if an outcome is uncertain and negative. Skip-
ping a covered image would have maximized certainty 
and emotional homeostasis; yet when given this oppor-
tunity in Study 2, only 15% of participants took it.

We also note that our results from Study 2 could also 
be explained by boredom-induced novelty seeking. 
Boredom creates an emotional state that causes people 
to seek novel counterhedonic experiences. For instance, 
participants given a high-boredom task (neutral photo 
viewing) are more likely to choose a negative than 
neutral set to view next (Bench & Lench, 2019). There-
fore, perhaps participants in Study 2 chose to uncover 
the negative image because it represented a novel nega-
tive experience following five neutral and five positive 
photos. But because participants in Study 2 viewed only 
10 photos (a task lasting from around 30 s to 1 min), it 
seems unlikely boredom would be a pertinent factor. 
We also note that in real-world conditions, sensitive-
content screens are far less common than normal 
images such that Instagram users may also become 

bored and inclined to approach screened photos. 
Future research should consider testing whether bore-
dom explains participants’ willingness to expose them-
selves to negative stimuli.

Whereas our findings from Study 1 and 2 demon-
strate a general tendency to uncover potentially nega-
tive images, we found mixed support for the ideas we 
posited about vulnerable groups being more suscep-
tible to this behavior. In Study 1, we found that certain 
vulnerability characteristics (e.g., poorer ratings of gen-
eral well-being and higher ratings of depression) were 
associated with a greater desire to uncover screened 
content. These findings fit with data that show people 
with depression are more likely than those without 
depression to use emotion-regulation strategies to 
maintain or increase negative mood (Millgram et  al., 
2015). Therefore, it is possible that for some people, 
difficulties with mental health may arise as much from 
one’s emotion-regulation goals as from an inability to 
regulate emotions (Millgram et al., 2015). If such is the 
case, then practices such as sensitive-content screens 
and trigger warnings may reinforce rather than allay 
goal-related emotion-regulation difficulties by flagging 
negative content and thereby making it easier to find. 
In addition, we also found that the tendency to self-
trigger was associated with the desire to uncover the 
screened content. Self-triggering primarily occurs in an 
effort to make meaning out of traumatic experiences. 
In this case, participants may have been motivated to 
uncover the image to ascertain meaning from doing so.

However, in Study 2, when we asked participants to 
choose between uncovering a screened image or skip-
ping the image in a behavioral task (rather than a hypo-
thetical question, as in Study 1), we failed to replicate 
these associations. One possibility for this discrepancy 
is that vulnerability characteristics are simply not asso-
ciated with the behavioral choice to approach or avoid 
muted content. However, we also did not find any evi-
dence that the 15% of people who skipped (and there-
fore avoided the potentially distressing content) were 
people from vulnerable subpopulations. Therefore, our 
results demonstrate that at best, when first presented 
with a sensitive-content screen, most vulnerable and 
nonvulnerable users are not deterred from approaching 
distressing content.

Why else may we have found differences between 
Study 1 and Study 2? One possibility is that the intention 
to uncover a photo may be inconsistent with actually 
doing so (the intention–behavior gap; Sheeran & Webb, 
2016). However, the fact that we found that actual fre-
quency of uncovering behavior (84.7%) was around the 
same as the hypothetical desire to uncover the screened 
photo once we dichotomized responses (80%), χ2(1) = 
2.01, p = .156, shows that the intention–behavior gap 
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may not be a satisfactory answer here—unless of course, 
the types of participants who expressed the desire to 
uncover a muted photo in Study 1 were different from 
the types of participants who actually uncovered the 
photo in Study 2. To get at this possibility, we compared 
participants in Study 1 and Study 2 on our key vulner-
ability factors of interest (i.e., variables that were sig-
nificantly associated with uncovering behavior in Study 
1). We found no significant differences (ps = .061–.922, 
ds = 0.01–0.16, φs = .02–.07).9 Another possibility involv-
ing individual differences is that our dichotomous vari-
able in Study 2 was less sensitive to our vulnerability 
factors than our ordinal variable in Study 1.

A second explanation lies within participants’ quali-
tative responses about the decision to approach or 
avoid muted content. Specifically, participants in Study 
1 seemed to place a higher importance on contextual-
izing the Instagram post and considering elements such 
as posting account, captions, and comments on the post 
as an important factor when deciding whether they 
would uncover the photo. In Study 1, these reasons 
were listed more than one third of the time, whereas 
they were minimally mentioned by participants in Study 
2, who instead placed a high importance on feelings 
of curiosity. It is possible that this difference occurred 
because Study 1 asked a hypothetical question and 
therefore participants may have been more likely to 
contextualize the sensitive-content screen in their own 
imagination (e.g., the type of account that may have 
posted it) or think about past experiences with sensitive- 
content screens when making their decision. For 
instance, someone with a past trauma may have imag-
ined what they might do if they saw a photo caption 
related or not related to that trauma and selected a 3 
or a 4 on the scale to indicate the fact that they may 
not always approach or may not always avoid content. 
Indeed, as stated previously, it is likely that by measur-
ing intent in Study 1, we captured people’s broader 
pattern of approach behavior (across different scenar-
ios). In contrast, when we presented a sensitive-content 
screen to participants in a mock Instagram task using 
an Instagram frame with a blank posting account, cap-
tion, and comments, participants may have based their 
decision to uncover the image on that image alone. 
That is, participants had to accept a lack of contextual 
information when they made their choice to uncover the 
photo. Future studies should manipulate contextual fac-
tors such as the posting account, captions, and com-
ments to see whether these features influence the desire 
to uncover the screened images. Furthermore, it may 
also be necessary to investigate whether alternative 
warning messages on the sensitive-content screen would 
influence uncovering behavior. For instance, it is pos-
sible that curiosity and uncovering behavior would be 

reduced if the wording of the current warning system 
(i.e., “graphic and violent”) was replaced with something 
less extreme/sensational (e.g., “negative content”).

A third explanation is that vulnerable populations 
are less (as found in Study 1) or more deterred by 
sensitive-content screens but that these effects are 
small. Our existing sample size (n = 260) is based on 
the finding that small correlations (r = .10) typically 
stabilize at 260 people (at 80% power; Schönbrodt & 
Perugini, 2013). Therefore, we believed this sample size 
was adequate. For 95% power for a small effect (e.g., 
r = .10), a sample of roughly double this size (470 par-
ticipants) would have been required (Schönbrodt & 
Perugini, 2013). However, this sample size was not fea-
sible because of resource constraints (Lakens, 2022).

A fourth explanation involves the time we collected 
data. Study 1 was collected in December 2019, before 
COVID-19 became a global pandemic, and Study 2 was 
collected in December 2020. Given that the COVID-19 
pandemic has ravaged all areas of human life, including 
exacerbating mental-health issues (e.g., Bridgland, Moeck, 
et al., 2021), it is possible that the pandemic’s impact had 
some unmeasurable impact on the way our mental-health 
variables interacted with uncovering behavior.

A fifth explanation is that there is no association 
between our vulnerability measures and uncovering 
intentions or behavior and the results of Study 1 were 
simply Type I errors. Indeed, because these analyses 
in Study 1 were exploratory, we opted not to correct 
for multiple comparisons, which means that the Type 
I error rate was likely inflated.

Our study has several limitations. First, although we 
found that sensitive-content screens seem ineffective at 
deterring the majority of people from exposing them-
selves to potentially harmful imagery, we did not measure 
what happens once someone actually goes on to face the 
graphic content. One could argue that seeing a sensitive-
content screen and then viewing a graphic image may 
be less distressing than coming across a graphic image 
unaware. However, previous work on the effects of trig-
ger warnings shows that this claim is unlikely to be true; 
rather, trigger warnings seem to be ineffective in alleviat-
ing emotional reactions toward negative material (Bellet 
et al., 2020; Boysen et al., 2021; Bridgland et al., 2019; 
Sanson et al., 2019). Moreover, because sensitive-content 
screens seem to foster curiosity and intrigue, it is possible 
they also enhance other cognitive processes such as 
attention, encoding, and memory for negative or graphic 
images (vs. unscreened). Regardless of the exact mecha-
nism, an essential next step in this area of research is to 
assess how sensitive-content screens affect or do not 
affect emotional reactions to negative images.

Second, our open-text responses showed that contex-
tual elements (e.g., the posting account name, captions, 
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and comments) are likely an important factor in uncover-
ing behavior. Because we did not include these elements, 
we cannot generalize our results to these contexts. How-
ever, we note that at present, there is no standardized 
form of captioning required for photos with a sensitive-
content screen on Instagram. It is not uncommon for 
photos with sensitive-content screens to be posted with 
ambiguous or no clear captions/context.

Third, sensitive-content screens—and trigger warnings— 
have historically been primarily intended for people 
with mental-health vulnerabilities (e.g., PTSD, exposure 
to trauma). Therefore, it is possible that our results 
would have been different had we specifically recruited 
and powered our sample for particular clinical popula-
tions (e.g., people with a clinical diagnosis of PTSD). 
However, bearing this limitation in mind, we note that 
MTurk has been identified as an excellent source for 
studying clinical and subclinical populations (Shapiro 
et al., 2013).

Fourth, although we focused primarily on trait-level 
effects (because of Instagram’s claims about vulnerable 
users as opposed to users in a vulnerable state of mind), 
we did not investigate state-level effects (e.g., mood 
and anxiety) on uncovering behaviors. It is plausible 
that users in different affective states may differentially 
choose to engage with content or that different affective 
states may interact with trait-level characteristics. For 
instance, someone diagnosed with depression who is 
also in a particularly negative mood at the time that 
they are using a social media platform (vs. a positive 
mood) may be more likely to uncover and view 
screened content. However, prior work suggests that 
preference for negative content in depressed (vs. non-
depressed) people persists after controlling for current 
emotions/mood (Milgram et al., 2015). Future research 
should investigate how trait- and state-level factors 
interact in influencing uncovering behavior.

Bearing these limitations in mind, we believe our 
findings from Study 1 and 2 significantly add to the 
field of applied clinical research on the behavioral 
effects of trigger warnings. This research is in its infancy, 
and there are currently only two published articles that 
have examined the effect of trigger warnings on avoid-
ance behaviors. However, neither of these articles 
focused on approach or avoidance behaviors as a main 
aim. In addition, no research has examined the rates  
of approach versus avoidance behaviors for visual-
content-censoring systems. To date, the effectiveness 
of content-censoring systems remains untested, even 
though they are widely employed across the Internet—
including on Instagram, Twitter, Reddit, and Buzzfeed. 
Furthermore, no research has examined whether vul-
nerability factors (e.g., well-being, depressive symp-
toms) relate to the rates of approaching or avoiding 

content accompanied by trigger-warning messages. 
Therefore, we believe our key finding that sensitive-
content screens do not deter vulnerable people from 
viewing negative content offers a valuable contribution 
to the field of clinical science. Overall, our results dem-
onstrate that sensitive-content screens may be ineffec-
tive at deterring vulnerable and nonvulnerable users 
from approaching potentially graphic content. Our data 
suggest that alternative, empirically grounded methods 
for flagging potentially negative content on social 
media may be necessary.
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5. These data were secondary to our main research aims in 
this study (i.e., which focused on how vulnerable users interact 
with sensitive-content screens) and are not reported here. See 
https://osf.io/mjrq8/.
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6. Participants were randomly assigned to see a “see photo” 
or “uncover photo” button—however, rates of selecting “Next 
Photo” did not significantly differ per button type, χ2(1) = 0.47, 
p = .492; thus, we collapsed our analyses across button type.
7. These data were secondary to our main research aims in 
this study (i.e., which focused on how vulnerable users interact 
with sensitive-content screens) and are not reported here. See 
https://osf.io/mjrq8/.
8. See https://osf.io/mjrq8/.
9. We found one difference in our individual difference vari-
ables. Participants in Study 1 (M = 18.82, SD = 5.80) scored 
slightly higher on the deprivation sensitivity subscale of the 5 
Dimensional Curiosity Scale Revised (Kashdan et al., 2020) than 
participants in Study 2 (M = 17.52, SD = 5.31; d = 0.23). See 
https://osf.io/mjrq8/.
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