
 

 

A SOCIOLINGUISTIC STUDY OF ENGLISH SLANG USAGE ON INSTAGRAM 

AMONG EFL STUDENTS 

 
Trissa Aliya

1
, Akhmad Haqiqi Ma'mun

2
 

 
1,2

Universitas Muhammadiyah Prof. Dr. Hamka 

E-mail: 
1
trissaaliya@gmail.com, 

2
akhmad_haqiqi@uhamka.ac.id  

 

ABSTRACT 

The increasing use of social media has significantly influenced language variation, 

particularly through the emergence and widespread use of English slang in digital 

communication. This study aimed to investigate the types of English slang used on 

Instagram, analyze the meanings of slang expressions, and explore EFL students’ 

perceptions of English slang usage on Instagram. The study employed a qualitative 

descriptive design involving five EFL students from several Indonesian universities 

who were selected through purposive sampling. Data were collected through semi-

structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis proposed by Braun and 

Clarke (2006). The findings revealed that two major categories of slang were 

frequently used on Instagram, namely Acronym/Initialism (e.g., LOL, OMG, IDK, 

TBH, FOMO, and GOAT) and Creative Internet Slang (e.g., SLAY, ATE, 

LOWKEY, DELULU, and RIZZ). The results also showed that participants 

generally learned and understood slang meanings through contextual exposure, 

repeated encounters on social media, and online resources. Furthermore, the 

participants perceived English slang as a useful tool for expressing emotions, 

building social connections, and participating in digital culture. Exposure to 

English slang on Instagram was also considered beneficial for English language 

learning, particularly in expanding vocabulary, understanding authentic language 

use, improving communicative competence, and developing awareness of the 

distinction between formal and informal English. The findings suggest that 

Instagram serves as an important source of authentic language input and 

contributes to EFL students’ language development in contemporary digital 

environments. 

___________________________ 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Language is a dynamic and evolving 

system that continuously adapts to social, 

cultural, and technological changes. Rather 

than remaining static, language develops in 

response to the communicative needs of its 

users and the contexts in which 

communication occurs. The rapid 

advancement of digital technology has 

significantly influenced language practices, 

particularly through the widespread use of 

social media platforms (Sudana et al., 2023;  

Nguyen & Habók, 2022; Pelangi et al., 2025). 

Digital communication environments have 

transformed the ways individuals interact, 

allowing new linguistic forms and 

expressions to emerge and spread rapidly 

among users (Wiwin et al., 2022; Widayanthi 

& Wulandari, 2025; Arti Halai, 2023). 

According to Androutsopoulos (2015), online 

social networks facilitate innovative 

language practices and contribute to the 

development of networked multilingualism, 

where language users creatively adapt 

linguistic resources to suit digital interactions. 
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Social media has become an essential 

part of everyday communication, especially 

among younger generations (Neves, 2022;  

Mubarok et al., 2024; Lukmantoro et al., 

2019). Platforms such as Instagram provide 

users with opportunities to share experiences, 

opinions, and identities through various 

interactive features, including captions, 

comments, stories, and direct messages. 

Although Instagram is primarily designed as 

a visual-based platform, written language 

remains fundamental in facilitating 

communication and social interaction 

(Alshammari, 2021; Solikhah et al., 2020;  

Ihsan & Maisaroh, 2023). Through these 

textual elements, users construct meanings, 

express emotions, and negotiate social 

relationships within digital communities. 

Tagg (2015) argues that digital 

communication environments create unique 

linguistic practices that reflect the social and 

technological characteristics of online 

interaction. 

Among the various linguistic 

phenomena found on social media, the use of 

slang has gained considerable attention from 

researchers. Slang refers to informal 

language expressions that are commonly 

used within specific social groups and often 

deviate from standard language norms. These 

expressions are typically characterized by 

creativity, brevity, and context-dependent 

meanings. Slang functions not only as a 

communication tool but also as a marker of 

group identity and social belonging (Tanhar 

et al., 2022). In digital communication, slang 

allows users to express themselves in ways 

that are more casual, expressive, and aligned 

with contemporary cultural trends (M Sholeh, 

2023; Prayudha, 2023; Rakha, 2023). 

Nuraeni et al. (2022) explain that slang on 

Instagram appears in various forms, 

including abbreviations, acronyms, clipped 

words, and newly created expressions that 

reflect users’ linguistic creativity. 

The increasing use of slang on social 

media reflects broader processes of language 

variation and change. Previous studies have 

demonstrated that online communication 

encourages the adoption of informal 

language forms that differ from traditional 

written language conventions. Tagliamonte 

and Denis (2018), in their study of digital 

communication among adolescents, found 

that online interactions promote innovative 

linguistic practices rather than causing 

linguistic decline. Similarly, research 

conducted by Pitrianti and Maryani (2023) 

revealed that Instagram users frequently 

employ slang expressions to create a relaxed 

atmosphere and strengthen social 

relationships. Furthermore, Indra and 

Marhamah (2024) found that slang usage on 

Instagram reflects contemporary social trends 

and serves as a means of expressing personal 

identity in online communities. 

Recent studies continue to 

demonstrate the significance of slang in 

social media communication. Firah Madani 

et al. (2025) found that teenagers actively use 

slang on Instagram as part of their everyday 

interactions, with many expressions carrying 

meanings that are strongly influenced by 

social and cultural contexts. Likewise, Ika et 

al. (2024) emphasized that language variation 

in social media contributes to the emergence 

and dissemination of slang expressions 

among young users. These findings indicate 

that Instagram has become an important 

space for observing contemporary language 

variation and linguistic innovation. 

From a sociolinguistic perspective, 

the study of slang is important because it 

provides insights into how language reflects 

social identities, group affiliations, and 

cultural developments. Social media 

platforms offer researchers opportunities to 

examine authentic language use in naturally 

occurring communication contexts. The 

analysis of slang on Instagram can therefore 

contribute to a deeper understanding of 

language variation in digital environments 

and the role of technology in shaping 

contemporary communication practices. 

The relevance of this topic becomes 

even more significant in the context of 

https://jurnal.univpgri-palembang.ac.id/index.php/esteem?msclkid=225fa518c3a011eca85096ed11f39bf2
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English as a Foreign Language (EFL). 

Exposure to authentic language use is widely 

recognized as an important factor in language 

acquisition and communicative competence 

development. Richards (2015) states that 

language learners often benefit from 

encountering real-life language beyond 

formal classroom settings. Similarly, Benson 

(2017) argues that language learning extends 

beyond classroom boundaries, with learners 

increasingly accessing authentic language 

resources through digital technologies and 

online communities. Social media platforms 

provide learners with opportunities to interact 

with real-world language, including informal 

expressions that are rarely presented in 

traditional instructional materials. 

Moreover, digital environments have 

been shown to contribute positively to 

language learning outcomes. Sundqvist and 

Sylvén (2014) found that language-related 

computer use and online engagement can 

enhance learners’ vocabulary acquisition, 

pragmatic awareness, and overall language 

proficiency. Through Instagram, EFL 

learners are frequently exposed to slang 

expressions used by native and proficient 

English speakers, enabling them to develop a 

more comprehensive understanding of 

authentic communication practices. However, 

the informal and context-dependent nature of 

slang often presents challenges for learners 

who are more familiar with standard English 

forms taught in educational settings. 

Despite the growing body of research 

on slang and social media, many previous 

studies have focused on platforms such as 

Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube. Given 

Instagram’s increasing popularity and 

influence, there remains a need for further 

investigation into the forms and meanings of 

slang used on this platform, particularly from 

the perspective of EFL learners. 

Understanding how EFL students perceive 

and interpret slang can provide valuable 

insights into the relationship between 

informal digital communication and language 

learning. 

Therefore, this study aims to 

investigate the use of English slang on 

Instagram among EFL students from a 

sociolinguistic perspective. Specifically, the 

study seeks to identify the types of slang 

used on Instagram, analyze the meanings of 

slang expressions found in captions and 

comments, and explore EFL students’ 

perceptions regarding the use of English 

slang in digital communication. By 

examining these aspects, the study is 

expected to contribute to sociolinguistic 

research on language variation in online 

environments and provide insights into the 

role of social media in contemporary English 

language learning. 

 

2. METHODS 

This study employed a qualitative 

research approach to explore and understand 

the social meanings embedded in the use of 

English slang on Instagram among English as 

a Foreign Language (EFL) students. 

Qualitative research is appropriate when 

researchers seek to investigate participants’ 

experiences, perceptions, and interpretations 

within a specific social context (Sugiyono, 

2021; Tisdell et al., 2025; Patton, 2020). 

According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), 

qualitative research focuses on understanding 

the meanings individuals or groups ascribe to 

social or human problems and emphasizes 

the importance of interpreting phenomena 

from the participants’ perspectives. In the 

context of this study, the qualitative approach 

enabled the researcher to examine how EFL 

students perceive, interpret, and utilize 

English slang in their Instagram interactions. 

This study adopted a descriptive 

qualitative design. Descriptive qualitative 

research aims to provide a comprehensive 

summary of events and experiences as 

expressed by participants in their natural 

settings. Neuman (2019) explains that 

qualitative description is particularly suitable 

for studies that seek straightforward 

descriptions of phenomena and everyday 

language use without imposing extensive 

https://jurnal.univpgri-palembang.ac.id/index.php/esteem?msclkid=225fa518c3a011eca85096ed11f39bf2


 

 

986 Trissa Aliya
1
, Akhmad Haqiqi Ma'mun

2
 

Vol 9, No 2 (2026): ESTEEM 

A SOCIOLINGUISTIC STUDY OF ENGLISH SLANG USAGE ON INSTAGRAM 

AMONG EFL STUDENTS 

theoretical interpretations. Therefore, this 

method was considered appropriate for 

describing the forms, meanings, and 

functions of English slang used by EFL 

students on Instagram. Through this 

approach, the researcher was able to 

investigate authentic language practices 

occurring in digital communication and 

analyze them from a sociolinguistic 

perspective. 

a. Research Setting and Participants 

This research was conducted from 

November 2025 to May 2026, while the 

primary data collection was carried out in 

May 2026. The participants consisted of five 

EFL learners who were undergraduate 

students enrolled in several Indonesian 

universities, namely Universitas 

Muhammadiyah Prof. Dr. Hamka 

(UHAMKA), Universitas Padjadjaran 

(UNPAD), Universitas Gadjah Mada (UGM), 

and Universitas Negeri Jakarta (UNJ). 

The participants were selected 

through purposive sampling. Creswell and 

Creswell (2018) state that purposive 

sampling allows researchers to intentionally 

select individuals who possess specific 

characteristics relevant to the research 

objectives and can provide rich information 

regarding the phenomenon under 

investigation. In this study, participants were 

selected based on the following criteria: (1) 

they were EFL learners, (2) active Instagram 

users, (3) regularly exposed to English-

language content on social media, and (4) 

familiar with English slang used in digital 

communication. 

All participants were eighth-semester 

university students. The selection of five 

participants was considered adequate because 

qualitative research prioritizes depth and 

richness of information rather than large 

sample sizes. Creswell and Creswell (2018) 

emphasize that qualitative studies seek 

detailed understanding from information-rich 

participants rather than statistical 

generalization. Therefore, the selected 

participants were expected to provide 

comprehensive insights into the use of 

English slang on Instagram and its relevance 

to English language learning. 

Table 3.1 Participants’ Profile 

No Participant 

Code 

University Semester Role 

1 P1 UGM 8 EFL 

Student 

2 P2 UNPAD 8 EFL 

Student 

3 P3 UNPAD 8 EFL 

Student 

4 P4 UNJ 8 EFL 

Student 

5 P5 UHAMKA 8 EFL 

Student 

 

b. Research Procedure 

The research was conducted through 

several systematic stages. The first stage 

involved participant selection using 

purposive sampling. Participants who met the 

predetermined criteria were identified and 

invited to participate in the study. 

The second stage involved data 

collection through semi-structured interviews. 

Semi-structured interviews were selected 

because they provide flexibility for 

participants to share their experiences and 

perspectives while allowing the researcher to 

focus on specific research objectives 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). During the 

interviews, participants were asked about 

their experiences with English slang on 

Instagram, including the types of slang they 

frequently encounter or use, their 

understanding of slang meanings, the 

contexts in which slang is employed, and 

their perceptions of its influence on English 

language learning. Participants were also 

encouraged to provide examples of slang 

expressions commonly found in their 

Instagram interactions. 

The final stage involved data 

analysis. The interview recordings were 

transcribed verbatim and organized 

systematically. The data were then analyzed 

using thematic analysis as proposed by Braun 

and Clarke (2019). Thematic analysis was 

https://jurnal.univpgri-palembang.ac.id/index.php/esteem?msclkid=225fa518c3a011eca85096ed11f39bf2
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employed to identify recurring patterns and 

themes within the data. The identified themes 

were subsequently interpreted from a 

sociolinguistic perspective to explain how 

English slang functions in Instagram 

communication among EFL students and 

how it contributes to their language-learning 

experiences. 

c. Data Collection Technique 

Data were collected through 

interviews and limited observation of 

participants’ descriptions regarding their 

interactions with English slang on Instagram. 

Interviews served as the primary source of 

data because they allowed the researcher to 

gain detailed information about participants’ 

experiences and perceptions. 

Semi-structured interviews were 

utilized because they balance structure and 

flexibility, enabling participants to elaborate 

on their responses while ensuring that all 

research objectives are addressed (Kvale, 

2021). The interview questions focused on 

several aspects, including: (1) the types of 

English slang encountered or used on 

Instagram, (2) participants’ understanding of 

slang meanings, (3) contexts in which slang 

is used, (4) reasons for using slang, and (5) 

perceptions regarding the influence of slang 

on English language learning. 

Each interview was conducted 

individually and audio-recorded with the 

participants’ consent. The recordings were 

subsequently transcribed to facilitate detailed 

analysis (Susanto et al., 2023; Mauliddiyah, 

2021). This technique enabled the researcher 

to obtain rich and contextualized information 

regarding participants’ experiences with 

English slang in digital communication 

environments. 

d. Data Analysis 

The data obtained from the 

interviews were analyzed using thematic 

analysis developed by Braun and Clarke 

(2019). Thematic analysis is a widely used 

qualitative method for identifying, organizing, 

and interpreting meaningful patterns within 

qualitative data. Braun and Clarke (2019) 

propose six stages of thematic analysis: (1) 

familiarizing oneself with the data, (2) 

generating initial codes, (3) searching for 

themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining 

and naming themes, and (6) producing the 

report. 

The analysis began with the 

transcription of interview recordings and 

repeated reading of the transcripts to develop 

familiarity with the data. The researcher then 

generated initial codes by identifying 

relevant statements and recurring ideas 

related to the research questions. Following 

the coding process, similar codes were 

grouped into broader categories and themes. 

Several major themes emerged from 

the data, including the types of slang used on 

Instagram, the meanings of slang expressions, 

the contexts of slang usage, identity 

expression and group solidarity, and the 

influence of slang on English language 

learning. These themes were reviewed and 

refined to ensure coherence and consistency 

with the participants’ experiences. Finally, 

the findings were interpreted using a 

sociolinguistic framework to explain how 

English slang functions as a form of language 

variation in digital communication and how 

it contributes to EFL learners’ exposure to 

authentic English beyond the classroom 

environment. As Benson (2017) argues, 

language learning increasingly occurs outside 

formal educational settings through 

engagement with authentic language 

resources available in digital environments. 

Similarly, Sundqvist and Sylvén (2014) 

emphasize that online language-related 

activities contribute significantly to 

vocabulary development and communicative 

competence among EFL learners. 

 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

A. Findings 

This section presents the findings 

obtained from semi-structured interviews 

with five EFL students who actively use 

Instagram and are familiar with English slang 

https://jurnal.univpgri-palembang.ac.id/index.php/esteem?msclkid=225fa518c3a011eca85096ed11f39bf2
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in digital communication. The findings are 

organized based on the research questions: (1) 

the types of slang used on Instagram, (2) the 

meanings of slang expressions used on 

Instagram, and (3) EFL students’ perceptions 

of English slang usage on Instagram. 

1) Types of Slang Used on Instagram 

The first research question aimed to 

identify the types of English slang frequently 

encountered and used by EFL students on 

Instagram. Analysis of the interview data 

revealed two dominant categories of slang, 

namely Acronym/Initialism and Creative 

Internet Slang. 

Table 4.1 Types of English Slang Used on 

Instagram 

Type of Slang Examples Frequency 

Acronym/Initialism 

LOL, OMG, 

BTW, IDK, 

TBH, NGL, 

FR, FOMO, 

FYI, GOAT 

10 

Creative Internet 

Slang 

SLAY, ATE, 

LOWKEY, 

HIGHKEY, 

IT'S GIVING, 

CAP, 

DELULU, 

RIZZ, ACE 

9 

 

The findings indicate that acronym-

based slang appeared slightly more 

frequently than creative internet slang. 

Participants reported that these expressions 

are commonly encountered in captions, 

comments, reels, memes, stories, and direct 

messages. 

Table 4.2 Distribution of Slang 

Expressions by Participant 

Participant Acronym/Initialism Creative 

Internet Slang 

P1 FOMO, FYI, 

GOAT 

SLAY, ACE 

P2 IDK, NGL, TBH, 

LOL 

ATE, IT'S 

GIVING, 

LOWKEY, 

HIGHKEY, 

SLAY 

P3 LOL, OMG, BTW SLAY, GOAT 

P4 LOL, OMG CAP, 

LOWKEY, 

ATE 

P5 FR DELULU, 

RIZZ 

The data suggest that EFL students are 

highly exposed to contemporary digital slang 

through Instagram. Acronyms are generally 

used for efficiency and brevity, while 

creative internet slang is used to express 

emotions, evaluations, admiration, humor, 

and personal identity. 

 

2) Meanings of Slang Used on 

Instagram 

The second research question focused 

on how EFL students interpret the meanings 

of English slang expressions encountered on 

Instagram. 

 

Table 4.3 Participants’ Interpretation of 

Slang Meanings 

Participant Interpretation of Slang 

P1 Slang makes communication more 

expressive and exciting. 

P2 Slang helps express emotions, 

compliments, and reactions 

creatively. 

P3 Slang makes communication casual 

and enjoyable. 

P4 Slang creates more relatable and 

engaging interactions. 

P5 Slang functions as a shortcut to 

communicate ideas and feelings 

efficiently. 

 

The findings reveal that all participants 

viewed slang as a form of informal language 

that enhances communication. Participants 

frequently associated slang with emotional 

expression, humor, admiration, and social 

interaction. 

Table 4.4 Strategies Used to Understand 

Slang Meanings 

Strategy 
Number of 

Participants 

https://jurnal.univpgri-palembang.ac.id/index.php/esteem?msclkid=225fa518c3a011eca85096ed11f39bf2
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Understanding through 

context 
5 

Repeated exposure on 

Instagram 
5 

Searching through Google 3 

Using TikTok 

explanations 
2 

Using Urban Dictionary 1 

Reading comment 

sections 
2 

 

The data indicate that contextual 

understanding was the primary strategy used 

by participants. All participants reported 

learning slang naturally through repeated 

exposure rather than formal instruction. 

 

3) EFL Students’ Perceptions of English 

Slang Usage on Instagram 

The third research question explored 

students’ perceptions of English slang use on 

Instagram. 

Analysis generated three major themes: 

1. Contexts of Slang Usage 

2. Identity Expression and Social 

Interaction 

3. Influence on English Language 

Learning 

Theme 1: Contexts of Slang Usage 

Table 4.5 Contexts of Slang Usage on 

Instagram 

Context Participants 

Commenting on friends’ 

posts 

P1, P3, P4, P5 

Instagram Stories P2, P5 

Direct Messages (DM) P1, P5 

Reacting to memes and 

reels 

P1, P2, P3, P4 

Writing captions P2, P4 

 

The findings show that slang is 

primarily used in informal situations. None 

of the participants reported using slang in 

academic or professional communication. 

 

Theme 2: Identity Expression and Social 

Interaction 

Table 4.6 Reasons for Using English Slang 

Reason Participants 

Faster communication P1, P5 

Expressing emotions 

naturally 
P2, P3, P4 

Following online trends P2, P3, P4 

Feeling connected to 

internet culture 
P1, P2 

Creating relatable 

interactions 
P2, P3, P5 

Participants explained that slang 

enables them to communicate efficiently 

while simultaneously expressing personal 

identity and belonging to online communities. 

 

Theme 3: Influence on English Language 

Learning 

Table 4.7 Perceived Benefits of English 

Slang for EFL Learning 

Benefit Participants 

Learning new vocabulary P1, P2, P3, P4, P5 

Understanding informal 

English 
P1, P2, P3, P4, P5 

Exposure to authentic 

language 
P1, P2, P3, P4 

Understanding internet 

culture 
P2, P3 

Improving 

communicative 

competence 

P2, P4, P5 

Distinguishing formal and 

informal English 
P1, P2, P3 

 

https://jurnal.univpgri-palembang.ac.id/index.php/esteem?msclkid=225fa518c3a011eca85096ed11f39bf2
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The findings indicate that participants 

generally perceived slang exposure positively. 

Instagram was viewed as an important source 

of authentic English input that complements 

classroom learning. 

 

Discussion 

The findings demonstrate that English 

slang plays a significant role in the digital 

communication practices of EFL students. 

Consistent with Nuraeni et al. (2022), the 

participants frequently used both acronym-

based slang and creative internet slang, 

reflecting the influence of contemporary 

social media culture. 

The dominance of acronym 

expressions such as LOL, OMG, IDK, and 

TBH supports the findings of Tagliamonte 

and Denis (2018), who argued that digital 

communication encourages linguistic 

innovation and efficiency rather than 

language deterioration. These forms allow 

users to communicate quickly while 

maintaining social engagement. 

The findings also reveal that slang 

meanings are largely acquired through 

contextual learning. This supports Pitrianti 

and Maryani (2023), who emphasized that 

understanding slang requires awareness of 

social and cultural contexts. Participants 

reported relying heavily on repeated 

exposure, social media interactions, and 

online resources rather than formal language 

instruction. 

Furthermore, the results highlight the 

educational value of social media for EFL 

learners. Participants viewed Instagram as a 

source of authentic language exposure that 

helped them develop vocabulary knowledge, 

communicative competence, and awareness 

of contemporary English usage. This finding 

aligns with Benson (2017), who argues that 

language learning increasingly occurs 

beyond the classroom, and with Sundqvist 

and Sylvén (2014), who found that digital 

environments contribute positively to 

language acquisition. 

Overall, the findings suggest that 

English slang on Instagram functions not 

only as a linguistic phenomenon but also as a 

social and educational resource that supports 

EFL students’ engagement with authentic 

English in contemporary digital contexts. 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

This study investigated the use of 

English slang on Instagram among EFL 

students from a sociolinguistic perspective. 

The findings revealed that the participants 

frequently encountered and used two main 

categories of slang, namely 

Acronym/Initialism and Creative Internet 

Slang, which were commonly found in 

captions, comments, stories, reels, and direct 

messages on Instagram. The study also found 

that the meanings of slang expressions were 

largely understood through contextual 

interpretation, repeated exposure, and 

engagement with online communities rather 

than through formal language instruction. 

Furthermore, the participants perceived 

English slang positively, as it enabled them 

to communicate more efficiently, express 

emotions and identities more naturally, and 

strengthen their connections with digital 

culture and online communities. The findings 

further demonstrated that exposure to English 

slang on Instagram contributed to vocabulary 

development, increased awareness of 

authentic English usage, improved 

communicative competence, and enhanced 

understanding of the differences between 

formal and informal language use. These 

findings imply that social media platforms 

such as Instagram can function as valuable 

informal learning environments that 

complement classroom-based English 

instruction by providing authentic language 

input and opportunities for meaningful 

language exposure. However, this study was 

limited to five EFL students from several 

Indonesian universities and focused 

exclusively on Instagram. Therefore, future 

research is recommended to involve a larger 

and more diverse group of participants, 

incorporate additional social media platforms 

such as TikTok, X (Twitter), or YouTube, 

https://jurnal.univpgri-palembang.ac.id/index.php/esteem?msclkid=225fa518c3a011eca85096ed11f39bf2
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and employ mixed-methods or longitudinal 

designs to examine the long-term influence 

of digital slang exposure on English language 

acquisition and communicative competence 

among EFL learners. 
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