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1.        Introduction 

Originating in the changes the digital age is bringing forth, the discussion on identity is 

being revitalised. Technological progress fostering the Web 2.0 has created an online 

environment in which digital media is no longer passively consumed but allows users to 

actively engage by creating content themselves and communicating with others in these 

novel spheres,  enabling social interaction independent of space, time and the physical 1

body. The allowance for constant connectivity and social interaction with others, 

facilitated by the invention and dissemination of mobile phones, can ultimately be 

found in online social networks by providing a platform to interconnect with other 

users. As social beings, humans are naturally drawn to these platforms as they provide 

an unprecedented networking opportunity to satisfy the need of social interaction and 

recognition.  2

New possibilities of identity experimentation have been discussed in the context of 

multi user online gaming, allowing users to interact through freely invented avatars 

which have been proposed to enable a reinvention of the self in online spheres.  3

However, contemporary research has shifted towards the more recently emerging social 

networking sites such as Facebook, MySpace, Twitter and Instagram, last of which 

being the focus of this thesis. Turning away from avatars and towards a more accurate 

presentation of the self through personal profiles created on these platforms, a 

detachment from the offline self in cyberspace is no longer a given and influences on 

the user’s identity are now in need of being reexamined. 

In search of literature on this topic it becomes evident, that although numerous studies 

have been conducted, these social networking initiated mechanisms and consequences 

are yet to be fully understood as findings on these issues have been inconsistent and 

have yet to be interconnected. Due to the first generation of Digital Natives, i.e. those 

born after 1980 who perceive cyberspace as a natural extension of the offline world and 

navigate through it extensive- and effortlessly  now being grown up, the increasing 4

 cf. Hodges, D. et al. (2012): p.1151

 cf. Altmeyer, M. (2016)2

 cf. Turkle, S. (1998) 3

 cf. Palfrey, J.; Gasser, U. (2008): p.14
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engagement in online social networks of the following generations seems progressively 

to be cause of concern. Studies have started to examine issues surrounding online social 

networks such as a user’s motivation  to maintain an active online presence within these 5

social networks including discussions on how narcissism  is related to this behaviour. 6

Research has also been dedicated to examine how identity is constructed and presented 

within these online spheres  while also attending to questions surrounding the 7

presentation of the true self  in such networks and how well-being with respect to 8

various factors as well as privacy may be effected.  9

While many of these studies focus on Facebook or other earlier social networking sites 

and personal webpages, I will devote this thesis to Instagram, a photo-sharing platform 

that is distinct from most of these networks in that it predominantly supports visual  

rather than written content.  
Instagram as a social setting and interactional space will be put forward to have a 

substantial effect on its users by influencing online identity formation while at the same 

time encouraging, or even requiring a user to present the self within this online setting 

to allow for social interaction. Both, identity formation and the presentation of the self 

within online social networks influence each other reciprocally which will become 

evident throughout this thesis and are suggested to have a long-term effect not only on 

postmodern conceptions of identity but on the individual’s subjective well-being.  

Whereas studies have mostly been able to only focus on one particular aspect of online 

social networking at a time, this thesis will follow a holistic approach by taking 

established identity theories as well as empirical findings into account. The purpose of 

this thesis is to provide an overview on how identity is navigated in cyberspace 

including its formation, presentation and authenticity. Central questions that will 

function as guidelines include the following: How is identity formed in online social 

networks at the example of Instagram and which mechanisms contribute to its 

formation? How is the self presented within the setting of Instagram as an online social 

  eg. Bergman, S.M. et al. (2011); also: boyd, d. (2008) and Hoffman, D. L.; Novak, T. P. (2008)5

  eg. Bergman, S.M. et al. (2011); also: Sung, Y. et al. (2016) and Barry C.T. et al. (2017)6

  eg. Hu, C. et al. (2014); also: Schau, H.J.; Gilly, M.C. (2003)7

  eg. Tosun, L.P. (2012)8

 eg. Valkenburg, P. et al. (2006); also: Kross, E. et al. (2013); Vogel, E.A. et al. (2014); Cohen, R.; 9

Blaszczynski A. (2015); Krasnova et al. (2013) and Pantic, I. (2014)
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network? Is the presentation real and authentic? How is the offline self influenced by a 

user’s online engagement in the network, and specifically: what are the negative 

consequences of Instagram use and how may the offline-self’s wellbeing be 

compromised? These questions are of contemporary urgency as those holding an online 

presence may face consequences they are currently unaware of and which additional 

studies have yet to reveal. 

I will approach this issue involving the analysis of identity formation and self 

presentation on Instagram by integrating pre-established identity theories that are found 

applicable to this context while incorporating, although mostly not conducted with 

respect to Instagram, some of the empirical findings examining aspects of online social 

networking. As the discussion is on a social network and we will come to recognise 

identity as a social concept by acknowledging prior identity theories, the social identity 

will often come to be the focus of discussion. 

To give contextual guidance on the enduring debate surrounding the concept of identity, 

I will first give a brief introduction into existing theories, while emphasising Goffman’s 

dramaturgical approach as parallels to it will be drawn throughout this thesis, before 

providing an overview of the social network in question. I will then turn to aspects I 

suggest relevant in the process of identity formation within the online social network, 

including passive usage in the sense of observing what is presented by others, the 

feedback giving properties of the network’s set up, and how social media communities 

shape the formation of the own online presence before discussing whether these 

influences facilitate assimilation processes at the expense of individuality. Within the 

chapter on identity formation I will lastly acknowledge that parents may be setting the 

initial parameters of their child’s digital footprint and are by this having a substantial 

influence on their kid’s development of an online presence. 

After discussing identity formation I will turn to the ways in which the self is presented 

on Instagram. To do so I will give a theoretical framework on impression management 

mediating the presentation of the self. While studies have suggested various motivations 

that lead users to present the self and engage in online social networks, some of which 

blaming narcissism as the driving force to do so, I will propose a slightly different 

approach as suggested by Martin Altmeyer in ‚Auf der Suche nach Resonanz‘, 
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advocating the inherent need for social recognition as a possible explanation for the 

increasing popularity of social networking sites.  Lastly, I will propose and discuss the 10

body as primary identity characteristic in visual content presented on Instagram.  

After turning to the question of authenticity, i.e. whether the online presentation is in 

alignment with the offline self, I will close with a discussion on aspects of online social 

networking that possibly compromise the offline self’s wellbeing, including concerns 

about discrepancies between the self and the idealised presentations being the norm in 

online social networks, self-objectification, a potential loss of individuality and privacy, 

and the user’s facing of a distress causing need of negotiating multiple audiences found 

in an online social network setting.  

In essence, this thesis will propose possible answers to the questions stated above by 

illuminating underlying mechanisms of identity formation and self-presentation within 

online social networks and will additionally elucidate some of the potential 

consequences on wellbeing and possible risks accompanying the active engagement in 

online social networking. 

2.        A Brief Clarification of the Concept of Identity  

Before dedicating this thesis to current notions of identity in the digital world, the 

general concept of identity and its historical development shall be reflected on briefly. 

Identity has been subject of discussion among various disciplines such as philosophy, 

psychology and sociology and the conceptions of it are extensive and controversial.  11

This makes it extremely difficult to provide a clear definition and it will not be 

attempted to do so in this thesis. However, a general subdivision of conceptual changes 

in the understanding of identity among different epochs can be made: a division into the 

premodern, modern and postmodern age.  12

 cf. Altmeyer, M. (2016)10

 cf. Britz, K. (2013): p.10311

 It should be noted that although suggesting a defined development of the notion of identity, the three 12

epochs should not be assumed to be a clear subdivision (cf. Wagner, P. (1995), as cited in Roesler, S. 
(2007): p. 22), but will for this thesis’ purposes be used as a simplified resume of the developmental 
changes of the concept of identity.
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In a simplified manner, an individual’s identity can be regarded as the answer to the 

question: 'who am I?'.  The latin origin of the word identitas (“sameness”) describes the 13

concept of two things being identical or equal to each other such as A=A’ in a logical 

sense.  With respect to an individual's identity, this allows for associations of 14

something that fulfills the notion of being-identical-with-oneself,  suggesting that there 15

must be something that perfectly describes who we are;  an underlying personal 16

identity even if circumstances or appearances may change.  17

However, there seems to be no simple answer to the above question. In fact, 

contemporary conceptions of identity rather assume a fragmented, delocalised identity, 

which at the same time implies that there must have been a more clearly defined, 

localised identity in the past.  18

This rather clearly defined identity can, if possible at all, most fittingly be attributed to  

concepts of the premodern age as identity was mostly restricted to the boundaries of 

religion, family and village communities leaving little room for individual identity 

formation.  These fixed social orders suggest that identity was not yet subject of 19

reflection or discussion in the premodern age.  20

In correspondence to the age of enlightenment which started shifting the worldview 

away from being religiously centred, the individual now experienced a revaluation in 

the modern age.  With urbanisation favouring the extension of social environments, the 21

individual was now able to switch between different roles. The idea of a discrimination 

of a social, public self and an actual self emerged, suggesting that the acted, social self 

may differ from the actual self. Hence, making it impossible to conclude on a person’s 

underlying personal identity by reflecting on his or her actions.  At the same time, 22

 cf. Roesler, S. (2007): p. 2013

 cf. Belgrad, J. (1992): p.11, as cited in Britz, K. (2013): p.10514

 cf. Eisler, R. (1904), as cited in Britz, K. (2013): p.10315

 cf. Roesler, S. (2007): p.2016

 cf. Belgrad (1992): p.61, as cited in Britz, K. (2013): p.10617

 cf. Bahl, A. (1997): pp.19 18

 cf. Roesler, S. (2007): p.2119

 cf. Kellner, D. (1992): p.141, as cited in Roesler, S. (2007): p.2120

 cf. Hall, R: (1992): p.281, as cited in Bahl, A. (1997): p. 2021

 cf. Sennett, R. (1994): pp.143, as cited in Roesler, S. (2007): p. 2122
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identity was thought to be formed by the individual interacting with society.  Identity 23

formation was suggested to be an interplay or even a compromise of the internal and 

external.  The main change in concepts of identity in the premodern to the modern age 24

was the shift away from an identity framed by traditional social orders, to the idea of a 

constructible, actively shaped self.  25

This process of individualisation and constructibility of identity was further established 

in the postmodern age. While both epochs, the modern and premodern age, merge into 

each other smoothly and no clear demarcation of what is still a concept of the modern 

and what already part of the postmodern age can be made, one characteristic of the 

postmodern age is the belief of a multiplicity of, for example, values, truths and living 

environments and the abandonment of absolute truths, certainty and singularity. Turning 

away from the desire and compulsion of uniformity in the ways of thinking and living 

which were proposed in the modern age,  arising concerns in the postmodern age were 26

now questions of the coherence of identity, its fragmentation or delocalisation.  27

Notably, this extensive plurality is understood as a chance for freedom rather than a loss 

of certitude.  28

Without going into the details of the individual identity theories, I will construct this 

thesis' analysis of identity in online social networks around some of the central ideas of 

a number of identity theorists. Among others, Mead, Goffman, Krappmann, Habermas 

and Keupp all emphasise the interplay of the self with its environment as an important 

part of identity formation. While all of the above mentioned theorists believed that 

identity is formed only in the interplay between the subject and its environment,  29

Goffman's dramaturgical theory refers to life being a theatre stage, regarding social 

roles as a play.  Mead also discriminates between a social identity and an actual 30

identity.  Goffman's theatre theory however more precisely suggests a front stage 31

 cf. Hall, R. (1992): p.276, as cited in Bahl, A. (1997): p.2223

 cf. Britz, K. (2013): pp. 10724

 cf. Kraus, W. (2000): p.23, as cited in Roesler, S. (2007): p.2325

 cf. Türk, H. J. (1990): p.11526

 cf. Roesler, S. (2007): p.2327

 cf. Türk, H. J. (1990): p.11528

 cf. Britz, K. (2013): p. 14929

 cf. Goffman, E. (1969): p. 27, as cited in Britz, K. (2013): p.13230

 cf. Mead, G. H. (1968): pp.27, as cited in Britz, K. (2013): p.12331
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where the play is observable for the audience, i.e. a subjects social environment, and a 

back stage where the actual self is hidden. The presentation of the self on the theatre 

stage is chosen consciously by taking the perspective of the audience, meaning that the 

subject will attempt to match the officially recognised values of society,  or at least the 32

values and expectations of its current social environment. Goffman's theory suggests 

that the individual can maintain a number of self-representations, a variety of different 

roles matching varying audiences. 

As the above mentioned theorists propose the dependence of personal identity 

formation on environmental interaction, its resonance and validation, online social 

networks will for this thesis purposes be regarded as a stage for self-presentation but 

also as an ideal platform to interact with an environment, shaping our identity through 

resonance and feedback. In this way, online social networks can be seen as one of the 

pluralised environments of social interaction, allowing users to invent a role to play. 

Users simultaneously are the actors and the audience by presenting the self and 

observing what others post.  Reciprocally, the viewing of other users’ content may 33

offer inspiration on how to shape the consciously invented presentation of the self.  

It further remains the question of the underlying essence of identity, wether there is a 

'true' identity underlying different social roles or wether identity can be multiple. More 

precisely, the question addressed in this thesis is whether our online identity is 

compatible with our offline selves.  With respect to this question I will refer to Keupp's 34

Patchwork-Identity theory which he developed on the basis of Peter Gross's idea of a 

‚Bastelmentalität'. Keupp suggests a plurality and fragmentation of identity, resolving 

the closed nature of a person’s identity while maintaining the idea of all fragmented 

pieces of a person’s identity forming a coherent whole.  Most importantly, the 35

individual is no longer bound to one conclusive underlying identity. Instead, Keupp 

suggests that a society of multiple realities or social environments also requires multiple 

identities. In his theory he therefore incorporates the changing structures and the 

fragmentation of society and allows for a corresponding fragmentation of identity. I will 

 cf. Goffman, E. (1969): p. 35, as cited in Britz, K. (2013): p.13532

 cf. Katzer, C. (2016): n.p.33

 cf. For this thesis' purpose I will not discriminate between the terms ‚identity' and the 'self'.34

 cf. Keupp, H. (1988): p. 431, as cited in Britz, K. (2013): pp.14835
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get back to this concept in chapter six when addressing the question of authenticity in 

online social networks, the presentation of our 'true' self online and its coherence with 

our offline selves.      

3.        Instagram as Social Networking Site 

With the advent of the Web 2.0 which caused a socio-technical shift away from passive 

internet usage to allowing active engagement of the users, online social networks started 

emerging.  These networks usually run on a platform that allow users to connect with 36

friends as well as strangers by creating a personal profile that typically includes a 

profile picture and personal information. While there is a multitude of such networks, 

Instagram, a free photo-sharing platform that allows users to share photos and short 

videos through a mobile app,  will in this thesis be the platform of discussion.  37

3.1        History 

To get an impression of the magnitude of the application in question, I will give a brief 

summary of its developmental history.  

Instagram, founded by Kevin Systrom and co-founder Mike Krieger,  first launched on  38

October 6th 2010.  Within only 24 hours of the iOS  version being available in the 39 40

Apple App Stores, 25.000 people had downloaded the free app, signed up and created 

an account. Instagram was selected the 2011 App Store iPhone App of the Year. By 

2012, an Android  version was available as well, extending their range of potential 41

users.  

In April 2012, Facebook acquired Instagram for the price of 1 Billion Dollars. At this 

time, 30 million users had subscribed. Although only selected brands were permitted 

advertisement on Instagram in 2013, advertising was opened to all businesses in 

 cf. Lackes, R.; Siepermann, M. (2017)36

 cf. Holak, B.; McLaughlin, E. (2017)37

 cf. Instagram Official (2018)38

 cf. Instagram Official (2018)39

 iOS is the operating system on Apple iPhones.40

 Mobile operating system developed by Google.41
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September 2015.  By then, Instagram counted 400 million users. Another 100 million 42

joined the social network within less than a year. This rapid growth continued, counting 

700 million users in April 2017 and a current number of 800+ million monthly active 

users and 500+ million daily active users.                     43

3.2        Set Up, Features and Tools 

The App can be downloaded through the App Store on Apple's iOS devices such as 

iPhones and iPads, as well as through Google Play on Android devices. Users can then 

sign up and create an account by providing their e-mail address, a username and 

password or by signing up through their already existing Facebook account. The latter 

option allows users to find other accounts to follow by having Instagram interconnect 

with their list of Facebook friends and their phones' contact list.  

Each user has a newsfeed that can be reached through the home tab presenting the 

uploaded photos and videos of the accounts they follow. The user can like and comment 

on these.  In 2015, Instagram introduced an algorithm that orders the personal feed to 44

make sure the content that is most interesting to the user is presented first. Instead of 

being presented in a chronological order, the content is rearranged based on the 

likelihood a user will care about a posted photo or video, incorporating the user’s 

relationship with the person that posted it.  45

Instagram stories, a feature introduced in 2016, are photos or videos from a user's 

everyday life that only remain online for 24 hours. This feature also includes the option 

of editing a photo or video before uploading it to the story by adding text, emojis, 

drawings, links, and geotags, as well as augmented-reality based face filters and 

'stickers'.  While the story is online, the user can see who watched his or her story. If a 46

followed account uploads photos or videos to his or her story, this user’s circular profile 

photo with a coloured circle around it is displayed on the top of the Home feed. By 

tapping the circle, this account's story is presented. Through the story feature users may 

 cf. Smith, K. (2017)42

 cf. Instagram Official (2018)43

 cf. Holak, B.; McLaughlin, E. (2017)44

 cf. Instagram Press (2016)45

 cf. Holak, B.; McLaughlin, E. (2017)46
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also go live on Instagram, meaning that they can broadcast a video in real time which 

other users can interact with in the form of likes, comments and emojis during the time 

of the video being broadcasted. 

Instagram Direct is a messenger that can be accessed in the top right corner of the home 

feed and allows users to send private messages, photos and videos.  47

Through the explore tab, users can search for other accounts to follow, as well as for 

hashtags and geotags. Hashtags allow users to tag their posts by using the '#' symbol in 

front of the word or sentences they want to categorise their post with. The hashtag 

search function then allows users to search for contents that are tagged with a certain 

hashtag. A feature introduced in 2017 allows users to now also follow hashtags, making 

it „easier to stay connected with the interests, hobbies, passions and communities“  the 48

user cares about. For example #outfitoftheday can commonly be found below pictures, 

often selfies , in which a user presents what he or she wore that day and by this shows 49

interest in fashion. 

The explore tab also provides recommended content based on the user's activity and the 

accounts he or she follows. Popular posts and hashtags are presented here as well.  

The App also includes an activity tab that displays recently placed likes and comments 

as well as recent activities from followed accounts.  

Lastly, the personal profile is reached through the profile tab, comprising the user's 

posted content as well as an optional short biography. Photos and videos can be posted 

by clicking the camera tab, which either directly redirects to the camera to take an 

instant photo within the App or alternatively opens the device's library to choose a 

picture or video from. Before the chosen content is posted, the App offers a wide range 

of filters that allow the user to edit photos or videos before uploading them to the 

platform. The user can also edit a photo or video manually by adjusting the brightness, 

shadows, highlights, contrast or saturation, to name a few. If there is another person 

shown on the picture and this person also has an Instagram account, he or she can be 

tagged on the picture. A caption can be added which may contain hashtags, allowing the 

user to categorise (or individualise) their post. Geotags additionally allow the user to 

 cf. ibid.47

 Instagram Official (2017)48

 A Selfie is a picture taken of the self. 49
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specify the location. In 2017, Instagram included a feature allowing the user to post up 

to 10 photos or videos in one post that are displayed in a carousel format.  

The ways in which a user can engage with viewable content include the liking and 

commenting on pictures or videos, sending them to other accounts, store pictures or 

videos in an archive only visible for the user personally, as well as respond to fellow 

user's stories. The sending/sharing of content with other accounts as well as responding 

to stories both automatically redirect to Direct Messaging. Another Instagram account 

can also be tagged in the comments below a photo, video or within a story by using the 

'@' symbol in front of the username. The tagged user then receives a note that he or she 

has been tagged and can view the corresponding content.  

3.3        Privacy Settings 

Initially, all Instagram accounts are public, meaning that anyone can view its content, 

like it, share it and comment on it. While one might assume that public Instagram 

accounts are only visible for the Instagram public, they can also be accessed through a 

web browser by searching for www.instagram.com/[username] so that anyone on the 

internet could technically view the profile. Another possible privacy concern may be 

that pictures posted on Instagram may appear in Google search as third party users that 

use the same API (Application-Programming-Interface) may have access to a user’s 

profile.  Using the same API permits content to be exchanged and processed between 50

different websites, programs and content providers, opening up a previously closed data 

pool of users by allowing access to third parties.  To restrict this access, a user must 51

manually revoke access to third parties or set the account to private, which users  

presumably will oftentimes be unaware of.  On the official Instagram website it is also 52

declared that after changing the third party access settings it will take a while until the 

third parties and Google will remove the content, even after an Instagram account is 

deleted. Instagram help lists some of the support pages of third parties that use 

Instagram’s API for users to contact in case they wish to accelerate the process of 

 cf. Instagram Official (2018) 50

 cf. Gründerszene Lexikon: Application-Programming-Interface (2018)51

 cf. Instagram Official (2018) 52
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having their personal content deleted. Ultimately, it seems the user has to go through a 

lot of trouble to initiate the removal of personal content.  

Alternatively, setting an account to ‚private‘, which the user must manually change it to 

from the default setting, will enable only the users' existing followers to view the photos 

and videos the profile contains. If another account desires to follow a private account, 

the request has to be confirmed by the private user. A private user’s engagement, i.e. 

likes and comments can then only be seen by approved accounts that follow this private 

account.  53

It is also worth noticing that anyone accessing posted content through the App or a web 

browser can either copy the URL and download the image or can merely take a 

screenshot, i.e. a picture of the computer or phone screen, granting infinite access to 

posted content irrespective of whether the user may change privacy settings at a later 

time. This also holds for private accounts and their followers, meaning that pictures that 

are seemingly presented to a restricted audience can easily be duplicated and 

propagated. Up until 2015 there additionally was a loophole in these privacy settings. 

Content posted before changing an account’s settings to private remained accessible to 

anyone in possession of the URL and only content posted after changing the privacy 

settings were not accessible.  Although this has been modified such that all content on 54

a private user’s profile, irrespective of whether it was posted before or after changing 

the privacy settings is inaccessible through the URL, a private user’s existing followers 

may still screenshot a private user’s content and share it with whomever he or she likes.  

3.4        User Demographics 

As the exact numbers change quickly and they seem to vary among sources, this 

overview only gives an idea of Instagram’s user demographics and is not guaranteed to 

be accurate or complete. 

Currently Instagram counts 800+ million active monthly users and a number of 500 

million daily active users  with 95 million photos being uploaded and 4.2 billion likes 55

 cf. Instagram Official (2018)53

 cf. Yanofsky, D. (2005)54

 cf. Instagram Official (2018)55
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given per day.  There is an unequal distribution regarding gender with 68% of 56

Instagram users being female. With respect to all internet users, 32% are on Instagram  57

with 90% of users being below the age of 35.  Hence, the user group can be said to be 58

rather young and seems to be mostly made up of Digital Natives . The number of 59

businesses on Instagram is currently 25 million.  

It is also worth noticing that not only the average person uses Instagram but there are 

numerous celebrity profiles as well, many of which having a very large number of 

followers. For example, Selena Gomez, an American singer and actress, has been the 

most followed person on Instagram for the past two years in a row,  with currently 134 60

million followers.   61

3.5        Advertisement and Influencers on Instagram  

As stated above, Instagram started incorporating ads from selected companies in 2013 

but eliminated this restriction two years later. The ads are personalised and are selected 

based on user behaviour such as a user’s activity on Instagram and Facebook as well as 

on external websites and Apps that he or she uses. This analysis of user interests may 

include the users’ likes, accounts that they follow and websites or Apps they visit.  62

Another marketing strategy besides creating ads or a business profile on Instagram is to 

commerce a sponsored partnership with a so called Influencer. Influencers are users who 

can be characterised by a particularly high number of followers and who usually enjoy 

the recognition or even admiration of their followers. This guarantees them to reach a 

wide audience with their postings and can by this, as the name already suggests, 

influence opinions and ideals. Many businesses take advantage of an influencers 

possible impact on his or her followers by sponsoring postings in which an influencer 

promotes a product, service, or the like.  As Influencers often promote a certain type of 63

 cf. Aslam, S. (eds.) (2018)56

 cf. ibid.57

 cf. Hutchinson, A. (2017)58

 By Palfrey and Gasser classified as those born after 1980.59

 cf. Hartmans, A. (2017)60

 cf. Gomez, Selena; Official Instagram Profile (2018)61

 cf. Instagram Official (2018)62

 cf. Haran, R. (2018)63
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lifestyle, for example a fitness, fashion or travel oriented lifestyle, businesses can easily 

construct an image for their product through cooperations with Social Media 

Influencers and can by this target a specific user group. Due to followers often seeing 

them as role models and Influencers being able to inspire a person with respect to what 

kind of person one wants or is supposed to be or, in the case of promotional content, 

what products the user wants to use or possess, cooperating with Influencers through 

sponsored postings has become an attractive business model. 

4.        Identity Formation through Instagram Use 

As described in chapter two, many theorists advocate that a person’s identity is shaped 

by his or her interaction with the environment, making identity a social concept. Mead 

suggests that, as part of a society a person takes over the generalised expectations of the 

whole and transfers them to him or herself in order to fit in. The person thus adapts the 

attitude of the generalised other.  Similarly, Goffman speaks of the individual taking 64

over the perspective of his or her audience and through 'Fremdverstehen' then meets the 

expectations of society.  Online social networks offer a setting that allow for the 65

internalisation of norms and expectations by analysing what others post. The suggestion 

that  identities can be shaped trough feedback in the form of likes and comments as well 

as through the sense of belonging in online communities shall be discussed in this 

chapter.  

4.1        Identity Formation through Passive Usage 

As described in chapter 3, online social networks, in this case Instagram, offer a wide 

range of features and tools that allow users to engage in the social network in various 

ways. However, users may not always actively engage but passively use the app for 

information or inspiration gathering. Research by Burke et al. contrasting different types 

of Facebook use suggests, that one should discriminate between three types of users 

activity: passive consumption, broadcasting and direct communication.  I will propose 66

 cf. Mead, G. H. (1968): pp.27, as cited in Britz, K. (2013): p.12364

 cf. Goffman, E. (1969): p.18, as cited in Britz, K. (2013): p.13365

 cf. Burke et al. (2012): p.57366
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that this discrimination can also be made with respect to Instagram. Passive 

consumption can be understood as the scrolling/browsing through the user’s newsfeed 

which displays posted content of the accounts he or she follows. Broadcasting describes 

the act of posting content in the form of photos or videos on the personal profile or 

through Instagram stories, and lastly, direct communication involves Instagram’s feature 

of Direct Messaging.  

By scrolling through the Instagram feed, the user is bombarded with visual contents that 

most likely hold idealised presentations of the followed person’s life.  This information 67

can be used as a base for social comparison and may be interpreted as a measure of 

social expectations and standards. In correlation to Mead's and Goffman’s identity 

theories, these expectations may then be internalised by the user and attempted to be 

met when presenting the self online. This mechanism of internalising norms and 

expectations within the social network is especially enhanced through Influencers. 

Although introduced in chapter 3.5, Influencers can not be seen as marketing agents 

alone and do not only post promotional content sponsored by businesses. Much more 

frequently they promote themselves, stage photos of a perfect life in the pursuit of likes, 

comments and admiration of their followers. Being recognised as idols, many of their 

followers will strive to match the identified ‚standards‘ that these popular influencers 

suggest to be the norm. With identity formation involving thinking about the kind of 

person one wants to be,  inspiration can be retrieved from other users’ and Influencers’ 68

identity presentation on Instagram. Although the posted content may display idealised 

versions of the self and can not be seen as an accurate portrayal of the person’s life, 

appearance and identity, it holds suggestions on how the own identity is 'supposed' to be 

formed and presented.   69

Additionally, as described in 3.2, the content shown in the feed is arranged in an order 

to match the user’s activity and interests. If a user engages with a certain type of content 

(e.g. fitness photos or videos) in the form of likes and comments or merely stops the 

'scrolling' to view a certain posting for a longer period of time, this type of content will 

be shown to him or her higher up in the feed the next time similar photos or videos are 

 The nature of the posted content will be further discussed in chapter 5.3.67

 cf. Arnett, J.J. (2010): p.340, as cited in Worsham, S. L. (2011)68

 cf. Worsham, S. L. (2011)69
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posted. This selective presentation then further strengthens external influences in 

identity formation by emphasising certain interests that contribute to the internalisation 

of norms and by this may generate ideas of who we are supposed to be, including what 

we are supposed to look like, possess, eat or where we are suppose to go in order to fit 

in. 

4.2        Feedback based Social Network 

Instagram is set up in a way that allows and encourages users to engage with the user-

generated-content.  If a user posts a picture or video on Instagram he or she will do so 70

in the hope of receiving feedback in the form of likes and comments.  

As Goffman suggests in his theatre theory, a person as an actor must first analyse the  

identity expectations of the audience in order to meet these expectations. However, the 

actor will not know whether the assumed expectations were accurate and successfully 

met until he or she receives feedback from the audience. The reaction must then be 

analysed again, potentially leading to a readjustment of the actor’s role, i.e. identity 

presentation.  71

With Goffman’s dramaturgical theory in mind and as established above, a user can 

make an assumption on identity expectations on Instagram through passive observation 

of other users' self presentations. When presenting the self in this social network 

environment, one might conclude that a user will try to meet these expectations in order 

to receive approval in the form of likes and comments. Depending on the extent of 

positive feedback, the presentation of the self may then be adjusted.  

In The Social Brain and Reward: Social Information Processing in the Human Striatum, 

Bhanji and Delgado review research on social reward which showed that social rewards 

activate the same brain regions as material rewards do. They state that the individual 

values and pursues positive social outcomes.  A social reward could be approval or 72

praise from others, being liked, or a smile from an attractive person. These social 

 User-generated-content describes web content that is created by users themselves rather than by the 70

website or platform providers. 
 cf. Goffman, E. (1969): p.8, as cited in: Britz, K. (2013): p.13471

 cf. Bhanji, Jamil P.; Delgado, Mauricio R. (2014): p.6172
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‚reinforcers‘  can then influence behaviours in the same way as material rewards can.  73

Receiving positive feedback on social media, Instagram for this matter, in the form of 

likes and comments may also be seen as positive reinforcers not only for social media 

use in general as Alicia Eler in The Selfie Generation suggests, but perhaps also in what 

type of content is posted or more precisely, how the self is presented online. If a certain 

way of self presentation online receives approval in the form of likes and positive 

comments, the presented identity may be strengthened. A small number of likes on the 

other hand may be interpreted as disapproval and by this lead to a readjustment of the 

online performance, when speaking in the sense of Goffman’s theatre theory. In this 

way online social networks can be used as a platform for identity experimentation by 

analysing the feedback received which contributes to the individual’s process of identity 

formation. The offline self may then be influenced by integrating aspects of postings 

that received positive feedback online into the offline identity.  74

4.3        Social Media Communities 

Online social networks allow for online social interaction and through this may create a 

sense of community. As at the time of publishing the book Web 2.0 in 2008 online social 

networks were still at the beginning stage of their development, the issues discussed 

mostly surround personal Weblogs. However, I suggest that many of the claims made in 

Web 2.0 hold for microblogging such as Instagram as well and I will refer to the 

anthology throughout this chapter. 

With online social networks being adequate platforms to encounter peers as well as 

offering the chance to interconnect with a large number of people, the communities that 

are formed on these platforms have comparable value to social interactions in the offline 

world.  One of the driving forces that lead users to engage in such networks is to 75

stabilise personal affiliation.  While some social networking sites such as Facebook 76

offer groups surrounding certain topics which users can join, forming communities with 

members sharing a common interest; communities on Instagram must be defined in a 

 cf. Eler, A. (2017)73

 cf. Ganda, M. (2014): p.1274

 cf. Ertelt, J. (2008): p.5575

 cf. Röll, F.J. (2008): p.9076
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different way. Influencers on the platform refer to their followers as their community. As 

this sense of community seems slightly unilateral and not interconnected as is it mostly 

the followers observing what this particular account is posting due to the following 

being asymmetrical, another way of defining Instagram communities is through 

hashtags. By using certain hashtags below posted content, users can declare what they 

associate their post with or what they identify with personally. Hence, people using the 

same hashtags seemingly share the same or similar interests and can then be seen as part 

of the community surrounding this hashtag. As hashtags can also be followed, users that 

follow and use the same hashtags are interconnected as they will see each other’s 

postings. The individual is the architect of the online network he or she is a part of,  in 77

this case by choosing what hashtags to use and possibly follow as well as which 

accounts to follow. 

With respect to identity formation, group norms develop through interactive 

communication: the respective actors observe the behaviours of other participators and 

adopt these behaviours as the norms for their own actions.  This social identity model 78

is related to the social conceptions of identity by Mead and Goffman described at the 

beginning of chapter 4 and is compatible with the claim that social identity results from 

the identification with one group and the demarcation from another.  79

With respect to Instagram I propose that this interactive communication takes place  

visually through personal postings as well as through direct messaging. Personal 

postings always carry some sort of information about the person posting it. Whether the 

individual is depicted personally, the food he or she consumes or whether it is a picture 

showing the beach from the latest vacation’s destination, the user alway communicates 

some type of message when posting content. A person involved in sports may post 

content related to this topic and use suitable hashtags describing the content in its 

caption. As described in the previous chapter, other users can interact with this content. 

This way users can not only observe what other users post and give feedback but can 

also post and receive feedback on their postings which can be regarded as a kind of 

communication. Findings by Köhler, described in the above mentioned book, showed 

 cf. ibid. p.9177

 cf. ibid. p.9178

 cf. Britz, K. (2013): p.10879
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that computer mediated communication is positively correlated with the individually 

perceived sense of belonging within the online community. This feeling of being a part 

of a community, and the continuous interaction within this community can then have a 

long term effect on the individual’s social identity.  80

More precisely, the choice of hashtags can signal the belonging or identification with a 

certain community. A user using hashtags, for example surrounding health and fitness 

such as #fitspo (=fitnessinsporation), is likely to be interested in this type of content and 

might even follow these kind of hashtags. This user can then be considered a member of 

the Instagram fitness community.  

Users may also signal their interests by what kind of accounts they follow on Instagram. 

Kayla Itsines (Instagram name: kayla_itsines) for example is a fitness blogger with 

currently 9 million followers who developed a workout guide called Bikini Body Guide 

(BBG). Her guide can be bought on her website, including a healthy eating plan that 

promises to get you in shape. Users that follow her and her program often post progress 

photos to show changes in their appearance they have achieved, or food they consume 

following the program. These postings are often accompanied by hashtags such as 

#bbgprogress, #bbgcommunity or #bbgtransformation, which declare their membership 

in the community surrounding Kayla Itsines and her program. Sometimes, users that 

follow her program even declare the number of weeks they have been following the 

program in their short biography on their personal profiles, clearly emphasising their 

belonging to the community. Now keeping the above mentioned social identity model in 

mind, by observing what type of content Kayla Itsines herself or other members of this 

community post, users that consider themselves a member of this community and 

identify with it may be motivated to adopt behaviours within this community (in this 

case the type of postings and choice of hashtags), which in return shapes the 

individual’s sense of belonging and can strengthen the individual’s identification with 

this particular group. Similarly, Stokes and Price emphasise that the ability to follow 

popular celebrities or individuals can elicit a feeling of close- and connectedness, 

encouraging identification as well as mimicry. This behaviour can be observed in many 

 cf. Köhler, T. (2005): pp.263, as cited in Röll, F. J. (2008): p.12780
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followers’ adopting of ways in which popular individuals visually present themselves on 

the platform.  81

4.4        Assimilation vs. Individuality 

Considering the mechanisms discussed above concerning the individual adopting group 

norms, it seems inevitable that individuality is lost to assimilation processes. However, 

with the resolution of fixed social structures it seems that in todays modern society the 

individual is under pressure and even expected to be distinct and unique. This obligation 

to deviate from the norm, which Sennett refers to as the tyranny of individuality,  is 82

recessed to the suggestion that that which makes a person distinct from others is what 

makes up their identity and the absence of any distinct characteristics may lead to 

identity loss. Individuality hence can only be achieved by a deviation from the norm, 

which however in return may lead to a decrease in group recognition. 

To possibly resolve this dilemma, a distinction between a social identity and a personal 

identity could be made. Taylor suggests, that a person’s uniqueness is represented 

through the personal identity while the sameness is portrayed in the social identity.  83

According to Habermas, the true identity is then made up of a balance between both the 

social and personal identity. Being unsuccessful in doing so, the individual may 

experience a disruption of identity or a kind of alienation leading him to give up either a 

part of his or her personal or social identity with the consequences of desubjectification 

in the first case or social separation in the latter.   84

Generally, this distinction into a social and personal identity would make it possible for 

an individual to preserve his or her uniqueness within their personal identity. With 

respect to Instagram this may suggest that in the social network, the social identity is 

represented while a personal, unique identity may be embodied in the offline self. 

However, online identity formation may influence and be incorporated into the offline 

self  so that the two can not be viewed as independent from one another. Additionally, 85

 cf. Stokes, J; Price, B. (2017): p.16081

 cf. Sennett, R. (1998), as cited in Britz, K. (2013): p.11482

 cf. Taylor, C. (1995): p.55, as cited in Britz, K. (2013): p.10983

 cf. Habermas, J. (1973): p.131, as cited in Britz, K. (2013): p.11084

 cf. Ganda, M. (2014): p.1885
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both social and personal identity seem to be moving closer together in todays society.  86

At the same time, a significant deviation from group norms would lead to a loss in 

group recognition and acceptance.  This suggests that no true individuality is possible, 87

especially considering the individual’s desire for self confirmation which can be 

attained by conforming to group norms. The previous identification of Instagram being 

a feedback based platform and the desire to receive positive feedback will motivate the 

user to 

‚create an identity that falls within certain peer categories that are seen as 
popular or beneficial to a larger status structure. Through this reflective lens, the 
user can then look to others as a way of measuring whether or not their own 
online identity will garner the same positive attention and understanding and if in 
the case it does not, the user can change that identity presentation accordingly.‘   88

Hence, identity in online social networks seems to be formed to match recognised 

norms within the network to secure positive feedback, and by this leading to an 

assimilation of users rather than the preservation of individuality. 

Nevertheless, humans seem to hold a need for uniqueness  and to satisfy this need 89

another approach will be taken into account. While social characterisation theory  90

holds the claim that categorising the self as a member of a certain group leads to a 

depersonalisation involving the inhibitions of aspects of one’s personal identity; both 

the need for inclusion and belonging (leading to assimilation), and the desire for 

uniqueness may still be satisfied. To successfully negotiate between the two, Brewer 

(1991) developed an optimal distinctiveness theory (ODT).  91

Optimal distinctiveness theory suggests that one can satisfy the need for assimilation 

through identification with one group while maintaining a sense of uniqueness through 

intergroup comparison. The more an individual identifies with a group, the more distinct 

he or she will feel compared to other groups. On Instagram, a user may create an 

identity circulating around fitness, assimilating to in-group members of the fitness 

 cf. Britz, K. (2013): pp.111; also: Palfrey, J.; Gasser, U. (2008): p.20 and Hodges, D. et al. (2012): p.86

121
 cf. Adorno, T.W. (1969): p.179, as cited in Britz, K. (2013): p.11687

 Ganda, M. (2014): p.1788

 cf. Snyder; C.R.;Fromkin, H.L. (1980), as cited in Pickett, C. L.; Leonardelli, G. J. (2006): pp. 57 89

 cf. Turner, J.C. et al. (1987), as cited in Pickett, C. L.; Leonardelli, G. J. (2006): pp. 57 90

 cf. Brewer (1991), as cited in Pickett, C. L.; Leonardelli, G. J. (2006): p.5891
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community while maintaining a sense of individuality by comparing to and delimiting 

the self from other Instagram communities.  
However, an important factor of ODT is that both an in-group, which the individual 

identifies with, and a relevant out-group must be salient such that a person can attain 

assimilation within the first and differentiate the self through comparison with the 

latter.  As users are most likely to follow accounts that share the same interests and 92

these interests are additionally pronounced though Instagram’s algorithm of rearranging 

content according to existing interests, I will suggest that assimilation processes will be 

predominant on Instagram. 

4.5        Sharenting 

Online identities are not only shaped by what the users choose to share themselves, but 

are formed co-creatively by what others post about them.  The term sharenting, a 93

combination of both words sharing and parenting, refers to parents posting content to 

social media featuring their children.  On Instagram these postings would include 94

pictures and videos of children uploaded from their parents’ accounts. By doing so, 

parents define the initial parameters of the child's digital presence and identity, leading 

Leaver to refer to Goffman’s theatre theory by reflecting on questions about who 

decides on the stage and performance of the child, precisely, who decides how the child 

is presented online?  As characteristics of online identity include the persistence and 95

search-ability of posted content,  childhood pictures, ranging from ultrasound pictures 96

to milestone achievements such as the first steps taken or potty training to trivial 

everyday activities, will most likely remain online and follow the child into adult life.  97

The initial footprint hence is created before the young person grows old enough to 

acquire agency themselves, taking away part of their freedom to create their own online 

selves or the opportunity to not create one at all.   98

 cf. Tajfel, H. (1979), as cited in Pickett, C. L.; Leonardelli, G. J. (2006): p.5992

 cf. Leaver, T. (2015): p.3293

 cf. Monfort, G. (2015): Sharenting; Maxwell, Kerry (2018): Sharent94

 cf. Leaver, T. (2015): p.3295

 cf. boyd (2010): pp. 39-58, as cited in Lever, T. (2015): p.396

 cf. Leaver, T. (2015b)97

 cf. Steinberg, S. B. (2017): p.842 98
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Importantly, norms about what type of content is appropriate without invading the 

child’s privacy have not been set  and with sharenting often lacking the permission of 99

the depicted young person, difficulties may arise when the child grows older and does 

not agree with the parents’ social media display of its past.   100

As the practice of sharenting is on the rise and it seems to be the norm to share private 

data such as name, date of birth and whereabouts, privacy and surveillance 

consequences need be discussed in greater detail. However, for the purpose of this 

thesis and the discussion concerning identity formation in online social networks, 

recognising that the initial parameters of a child’s online identity can be set through 

their parents, playing an important role in the child’s formation of an online presence 

and identity, is sufficient.   

5.        Self-Presentation on Instagram 

After discussing ways in which Instagram use can influence the formation of identity, I 

will now turn to the presentation of the self within the social network in question. As 

emphasised above, identity can be shaped and adjusted through the receiving of 

feedback. This concept presupposes that the self must be presented in some way or 

another on which feedback can then be given. Both identity formation and presentation 

hence are highly intertwined, the one depends on the other and vice versa. Due to this 

reciprocity, some aspects of self-presentation on Instagram have already come up 

throughout the previous chapter. The following chapter however is devoted to explicitly 

turn to the presentation of the self within the social network in question. To do so, a 

theoretical framework on self-presentation mediated through impression management 

with respect to Instagram use will be given before formulating possible motives leading 

the individual to present the self in online social networks and ways in which this is 

done. 

 e.g. Light (2014): p.132, as cited in Leaver, T. (2015): p.12 99

 cf. Steinberg, S. B. (2017): p.839100
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5.1        Theoretical Framework: Self-Presentation and Impression Management 

The resolution of fixed social structures in modern and postmodern society has left 

today’s individual with various uncertainties. The lack of stability, fleeting networks of 

relationships, the pluralisation of life patterns, increased competitive pressure, the 

fragmentation of identities, followed by acceptance, respect and recognition no longer 

being guaranteed by a predetermined social status have made the presentation of the self 

more and more important.  101

The self-concept refers to the picture a person has of him or herself including beliefs 

about our physical appearance, personal characteristics, social relationships, beliefs we 

hold, material possessions, our personal history as well as the roles we play.  This self-102

concept is conveyed to the outside through self-presentation.  Self-presentation, 103

according to Mummendey, is always determined by the present audience and is a 

prerequisite for interactions within a social system.  Interestingly, the systematic study 104

of the presentation of the self started with Goffman’s work in which he emphasises the 

importance of analysing the surface, the presentation that individuals create for one 

another,  i.e. their performance, and notes that self-presentation is necessary to enable 105

social interaction.  As discussed above, this performance is a consciously chosen act 106

suitable for the audience in question. The presentation of the self in the front stage is 

prepared in backstage „staging areas“.  With respect to Instagram this performance 107

preparation is done by carefully choosing which photo or video to post and additionally 

adjusting them by using filters to create a desirable image the user wants to share. The 

online presentation can hence be seen as the front stage while the performance is 

created in the offline staging area, which is a conclusion also suggested by Bullingham 

and Vasconcelos.  108

 cf. Rosa, H. (2002): p.281, as cited in Britz, K. (2013): p.189101

 cf. Leary, M.R. (1996): p.159102

 cf. Mummendey, H.D. (1995): p.53, as cited in Britz, K. (2013): p.192103

 cf. Misoch, S. (2004): p.87, as cited in Britz, K. (2013): p..192104

 cf. Goffman, E. (1959), as cited in Leary, Mark. R. (1996): p.6105

 cf. Goffman, E. (1959): p.1, as cited in Leary, Mark R. (1996): p.46106

 cf. Goffman, E. (1959), as cited in Mark R. Leary (1996): p.87 107

 cf. Bullingham, L. and Vasconcelos, A.C. (2013): p.3108
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This mechanism of staging a presentation of the self may also be referred to as 

Impression Management: the process of trying to control how other people perceive the 

self and the impression they get from it.  One way of doing so is by the association 109

mechanisms described above: the choice of with whom or which group an individual 

associates with in public contributes to the individual’s social image.  

Additionally, impression management necessarily includes impression monitoring as it 

describes the mechanism of evaluating the impression an individual has on others, in 

other words, the individual must be dramaturgically aware.  Impression Awareness 110

hence describes the individual being consciously aware of others forming an impression 

of him or her, leading this individual to think about the impression he or she is 

making.  Usually, the individual will follow the principle of projecting images of the 111

self that are aligned with the norms within a social setting.  These norms are generally 112

implicit and unwritten standards of action and Leary refers to the norms that apply to 

the impressions people should convey of themselves as self-presentational norms.   113

Through self-presentational matching and the self-presentation positivity norm first   

demonstrated in a study by Gergen and Wishnov,  individuals will try to present 114

themselves as positive (or negative) as others in the social setting do. This mechanism 

becomes relevant within social networking sites as, even when trying to be accurate, the 

presentation of the self tends to reflect more of the desirable, ideal self and less of the 

undesirable self.  When people typically post content that highlights memorable and 115

desirable moments of a person’s life, this becomes firstly the norm, and secondly will 

lead other users to present themselves and their life just as positive, creating an 

Instagram world of seemingly exclusively happy individuals who lead perfect lives.  

Another way in which people self-presentation match is through the depth of disclosure 

norm as described by Derlega et al. (1993).  This norm suggests that people will 116

 cf. Leary, M.R.; Kowalski, R.M. (1990): p.34 109

 cf. Leary, M. R. (1996): p.47110

 cf. ibid. p.49111

 cf. ibid. p.67112

 cf. ibid. p.67113

 cf. Gergen, K.J.; Wishnov, B. (1965), as cited in Leary, M.R. (1996): p.71114

 cf. Leary, M.R.; Kowalski, R.M. (1990): p.8115

 cf. Derlega, V.J. et al. (1993), as cited in Leary, M.R. (1996): p.71116
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match the degree of self-disclosure intimacy of their social counterparts. This may 

become problematic within Instagram as a user is presented with content of the users he 

or she follows, however, these are not necessarily the same people that follow the user 

in return. The norms retrieved from the content hence may not reflect the norms of a 

user’s actual audience. Many Influencers or celebrities for example expose themselves 

on social networks in permissive ways. The average user however will have mostly 

friends and family as their followers which may lead to conflicts when adopting the 

depth of disclosure norms retrieved from Influencers’ or celebrities’ accounts. This can 

additionally be intensified by the so called multiple audience problem, which arises 

when a person is in a position to present the self to two or more targets holding different 

impression values.  As an Instagram user is likely to have followers ranging from 117

friends and family to acquaintances and strangers, it might be difficult to present a self 

that agrees with the values of each individual follower. A resolution to this problem may 

be setting the account to private and by this allowing the user to segregate his or her 

audience, creating separate accounts intended for differing audiences or, a user could 

play it ‚safe‘ and only display the self in a way that is most likely to be appropriate for 

the majority of his or her followers, i.e. the user could look for the smallest common 

denominator in presentational values. Restricting the presentation of the self due to a 

part of the audience potentially not agreeing with the performance does lead me to the 

question of self-censorship as a possible consequence and could be subject of further 

discussion.  

Irrespective of the way in which the self ends up being presented, the presentation of the 

self can be internalised and change the underlying self-concept.  Here, the likelihood 118

of internalising the presentation depends on the situation. For example, it is important 

that the individual feels like he or she deliberately chose his or her presentation.  As 119

Instagram users are able to carefully choose which photos or videos to upload, the 

feeling of having chosen the presentation should be quite high.  

Another contributing factor is the degree of affirmation from others, suggesting that a 

person will be more likely to internalise self-presentations if the audience responds in 

 cf. Leary, M.R. (1996): p.109117

 cf. Leary, M.R. (1996): pp.174 118

 cf. ibid. p.176119
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an approving manner.  As already discussed throughout this thesis, Instagram’s set up 120

allows for an interpretation of the number of likes and positive comments as the degree 

of affirmation. Identity presentation can hence have an influence on identity formation  

while the formation of identity, for example through passive consumption of fellow 

users’ contents leading to the internalisation of presentational standards, influences the 

presentation of the self, making the interplay of the two come full circle. 

In conclusion it can be summarised that Instagram offers an ideal self-presentational 

environment that allows for impression management as well as impression monitoring 

by evaluating the feedback given on a presentation within the network. It allows for an 

analysis of presentational norms by viewing what other users post which can then 

carefully be met. Notably, the successful presentation of the self can lead to the 

internalisation and by this to the integration into the offline self.  

5.2        Why do we present the self in online Social Networks? 

The acquisition of media literacy does not seem to be reluctantly forced on todays 

individual but is voluntarily adopted, leading the digital generation to ex- and 

intensively utilise online platforms to communicate, interconnect, present the self and to 

receive and give feedback.  Corresponding to the previous exploration of 121

presentational mechanisms and based on Altmeyer's assessments in Auf der Suche nach 

Resonanz, this chapter is dedicated to explicitly point out a main reason that makes the 

presentation of the self in online social networks so attractive.  

While many critics preach of attention-seeking, communicative greed and media 

dependency causing a psychosocial decay and decomposition,  some even speaking of 122

sightophilia, the irrepressible desire to see and be seen, or subjecticide, the homicide of 

the subject,  Martin Altmeyer rather sees social networks as a medium for pursuing a 123

basic need inherent in human kind.  Supported by infant studies, the desire for social 124

interaction and resonance is not a newly emerging phenomenon as a result of the digital 

 cf. Gergen, K.J. (1965); Schlenker, B.R. (1986); Schlenker, B.R.; Weigold, M.F. (1992); Upshaw, H.S.; 120

Yates, L.A. (1968), as cited in Leary, M.R. (1995): p.177
 cf. Leary, M.R. (1995): p.21121

 cf. Altmeyer, M. (2016): p.10122

 cf. Bollas, C. (2015), as cited in Altmeyer, M. (2016): p.23123
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revolution as some critics claim, but is a basic human need.  From infancy, humans 125

interact with their environment with all of their senses, trying to initiate communication 

and exchange emotions with surrounding people in the expectancy of receiving a 

reaction in return. Through environmental feedback as an echo to their self, people can 

regulate their sense of identity and security and find out who they are. Consistent with 

claims made in previous chapters, Altmeyer emphasises that personal identity is not 

formed from the inside out but depends on environmental resonance. The fact that 

social networks are a unique feedback based system providing social reassurance may 

explain its popularity.  Altmeyer even formulates a ‚categorical imperative of the 126

media society’: „I am seen, therefore I am“,  indicating that the individual only exists 127

and can be attributed an identity when noticed and acknowledged by its environment. 

The digital presentation of the self hence allows individuals to escape from social 

anonymity which in premodern times was reserved for the elite of society.  The 128

receiving of attention, according to Franck, can be compared to a drug, giving the 

consumer a feeling of popularity or even celebrity.  And indeed, popular 129

instagrammers are referred to as being Instagramfamous. Claiming the receiving of 

attention to be a drug as well as declaring Instagram as being a platform to seek out and 

provide attention would then suggest that platforms such as Instagram could lead to 

addiction, even further reinforcing the active presentation of the self in the online social 

network, which certainly may be a phenomenon worth investigating.  

Leaving the question of Social Media addiction aside for this thesis, self-confidence as 

an essential constituent of successful identity formation is nevertheless cultivated 

through external confirmation and attention which can only be found in social 

environments.  However, as a personal profile is usually constructed around the self in 130

some way or another, the self centred presentation in online social networks is often 

negatively connoted with narcissistic behaviour.  While narcissists are often described 131

 cf. ibid. p.24125

 cf. ibid. p.25126

 My translation from German version: „Ich werde gesehen, also bin ich!“ (Altmeyer, M. (2016): p.126)127
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 cf. Franck, G. (1998): p.10, as cited in Altmeyer, M. (2016): p.68129
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as self inflated individuals craving the attention and approval from others to maintain 

their self-esteem and ego,  Altmeyer elucidates narcissism to be a natural, identity 132

forming behaviour leading the individual to interact with his or her environment. 

Narcissism is here understood as a hinge between subject and environment, a driving 

force for identity formation which demands resonance to recognise the self.   133

After all, if we engage in a thought experiment, imagining what would happen if 

nobody would pay attention to us and would not react to any of our actions; so to speak, 

giving us the feeling of being invisible over a sufficiently long amount of time, we 

might come to question our mere existence.  Through this example our dependence on 134

outside feedback in establishing an identity becomes evident.  
Altmeyer claims that digital social media offers new settings to satisfy the need for 

resonance,   motivating individuals to eagerly engage in such networks.  135

However, this need is not openly admitted as it would expose the individual’s 

dependency on social approval and by this restrain the individual’s ability to preserve 

making an impression of independence, a key value of today’s society. Altmeyer 

suggests that this is the reason why the demand for social resonance remains in the 

unconscious,  which may explain why users more commonly declare motives such as 136

social interaction, entertainment, curiosity or peer pressure as reasons for social media 

engagement.  137

5.3        #selfie - How is the self presented on Instagram?  

After recognising the inherent desire to receive feedback from the environment to allow 

the individual to draw conclusions on the self as the driving force for the eager 

presentation of the self in online social networks, it seems adequate to now investigate 

characteristic ways in which this is done.  

While the presentation of the self on Instagram starts by choosing a username and 

includes the selection of captions and hashtags below posted content, the profile picture 

 cf. Campbell et al. (2002): p.359 132
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and the optional short biography on the personal profile and most certainly differs 

amongst gender, age, ethnicity and current life situation, I suggest that the presentation 

of the self can most directly be done by posting pictures or videos that depict the self, 

i.e. the physical body and overall appearance which will be put forward as a 

fundamental form of identity presentation on Instagram.  

A popular way in capturing the self in this way is by taking selfies; in the Oxford 

Dictionary defined as „[a] photograph that one has taken of oneself, typically one taken 

with a smartphone or webcam and shared via social media.“  While arguably a photo 138

taken of the self is still a selfie without posting it to a social media platform, this 

definition is suitable for the following discussion.  

Presumably, these type of photographs were taken even in times of analog photography, 

the phenomenon of taking selfies however was vastly facilitated by introducing camera 

phones, conveniently ensuring to have a camera at hand at all times. Additionally, the 

constraint of having to rely on another person to take a photo or having to awkwardly 

hold out the phone trying to get the right angle to actually capture the self was 

eliminated by introducing a front camera, allowing the holder to take a picture of the 

self while the front screen of the phone could function as a digital mirror by presenting 

the image that is about to be captured. This technological set up allows the users to alter 

their appearance before taking the initial snapshot, which could be regarded as part of 

the first steps in impression management. The iPhone 4 being the first phone to support 

this feature was introduced in 2010, three and a half months before Instagram was 

launched in the Apple App Store.  Both seemingly complementing each other 139

perfectly may have facilitated the development of a culture of self documentation and 

the subsequent sharing in online social networks.  140

To avoid having part of the arm depicted in the picture, which at the same time restricts 

the angle to a close up upper body or face portrait, a Selfie-stick, declared as one of the 

25 best inventions of 2014 by TIME Magazine,  started becoming a popular device. 141

By attaching the camera phone to one end of the stick while functioning as an extension 

 English Oxford Living Dictionary: Definition of selfie in English (2018)138
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of the arm it enables the user to take a selfie from further away and by this capturing 

more of the body and background. As this device further enhances the engagement in 

taking pictures of the self, it has been referred to as a Narcistick,  a combination of the 142

words selfie-stick and narcissist. This designation also suggests that the frequent 

capturing of the self through photos is related to narcissistic behaviour and self focused 

attention, compatible with declarations of us living in an attention economy.  While a 143

correlation of narcissism and excessive self presentational behaviour on social 

networking sites has been proposed, studies have not been conclusive on validating this 

assumption.  Nevertheless, the seeking of attention as discussed above seems to be 144

inherent in human kind without attributing it to a pathologically narcissistic character or 

at least without ascribing a negative connotation to the concept of narcissism. Notably, 

social networking sites do offer an unprecedented environment to fulfill, and by this 

may be further amplifying, the need of environmental resonance through self 

presentation. Hence, the eager and increasing engagement, as the continuously growing 

user numbers suggest, may justify a proposition of an attention economy being on the 

rise. 

Regardless of what one may label this behaviour, the content of selfies is always the 

self, which in photos is mostly restricted to the outer appearance. This suggests that a 

fundamental component of identity display on Instagram is the body presented in 

pictures (or videos). Particularly as the focus of the photo-sharing platform lies on 

images rather than written content, and even Goffman referred to the body as the 

primary framing of identity,  the body can be said to be a primary identity 145

characteristic within the platform in question. Within this context it should again be 

emphasised that the user will try to present the self in a positive way and in a way that 

 cf. Altmeyer, M. (2016): p.40142

 cf. Franck, G. (1998): p.10, as cited in Altmeyer, M. (2016): p.37143
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he or she wants to be seen in  which may be described as what Rosenberg calls the 146

desired self  and allows for associations with Higgins’ proposition of an ideal and 147

ought self.  This claim aligns with Andra Siibaks findings suggesting that people on 148

social networking sites present themselves in a physically favourable manner guided by 

visual impression management which she claims to outweigh textual components of a 

profile.  The presentation of a desirable physical image achieved through impression 149

management strategies then becomes the norm which, following the self-presentation 

positivity norm, encourages other users to present the self in similar ways. The body as 

a primary identity characteristic being presented in such idealised, maybe even 

unrealistic ways as these presentations are the results of posing in ways that flatter the 

appearance before carefully choosing one of many pictures taken to get the perfect 

snapshot and additionally adding filters to create a desirable image, then reinforce an 

unattainable body image and might put the user under competitive pressure, leading the 

user to engage in even greater impression management.  This selective presentation of 150

the self can then be understood as a practice of self-promotion, leading the „persona 

produced for public consumption“ to reflect a „self, which continually produces itself 

for competitive circulation.“  Success is no longer determined by skills or motivation 151

but by the pursuit and ultimately the receiving of attention and approval, which can be 

attained by presenting a desirable image. In her paper ‚Meat, Mask, Burden‘ Probing 

the contours of the branded ‚self‘, Alison Hearn declares that in social networking sites 

the lines between private and public identity, corporate sponsor and individual producer, 

user and consumer become blurred.  While she is focusing on MySpace and Facebook 152

as the article was written in pre-Instagram times, her diagnosis can easily be transferred 

to Instagrams assortment of private everyday users, business accounts, celebrities and 

influencers frequently promoting products, services, vacation destinations or the like. 

The mixture of customised advertisement, sponsored ads posted by influencers and the 

 cf. Altmeyer, M. (2016): p.37146
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feeling of getting a glimpse into celebrities’ lives through Instagram lets the individual 

emulate the same ways of staged presentations in the hope of receiving the same 

amount of prestige, bringing forth a society of micro celebrities that objectify and 

promote their self in the pursuit of social recognition. The objectified self, displayed “in 

a pose that reminded [of] images seen in the media”  becomes a brand in and for itself 153

and a promotional object in coherence with the current mode of production,  i.e. the 154

recognised presentational norms within the social network in question. The posted 

images are then accompanied by hashtags that usually underline the depicted content. 

As Brooke Wendt analyses an Instagram user’s post in The Allure of a Selfie: „His 

numerous hashtags […] begin to define his identity, and his selfie takes on the 

advertising qualities of a product“  and notes that “our hashtags have become as 155

important as our selfies, and we may view identity as simple as we describe it via 

hashtags“, suggesting that the user’s identity is reduced to what is visually presented 

and its complementing hashtags.  

Without anticipating possible consequences of social network use, this objectification of 

the online self, particularly the body display in visual content can be detrimental to the 

individual, especially women, who internalise the viewers perspective and come to see 

themselves as ‚sights‘ to be appreciated by others  while creating a cult circulating 156

around the body.  Caused by an objectifying culture in which the media, as supported 157

in an analysis of media images from the U.S. by Conley and Ramsey in 2011, portrays 

women’s bodies in objectified and sexualised ways,  and the observation of the self 158

being presented in ways that remind of images seen in the media, research by Ramsey 

and Horan has shown that women who present the self in a sexualised manner receive 

more attention and are more likely to have a larger number of followers, likes and 

comments.  The internalisation of these media standards and the attention it promises 159
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motivate female users to present the self in similar ways, possibly increasing 

consequences in body satisfaction and self-esteem which I will get back to in chapter 7.  

While the body is here put forward as a main constituent in a person’s online 

presentation on Instagram, identity may also be portrayed through possessions, 

especially in relation to brands  such as clothing or technical devices that are 160

presented in posted content; travel destinations which can be geotagged; food that one 

eats including the restaurants that are visited (e.g. vegan users may identify themselves 

with veganism and promote their lifestyle within the online social network).  

Ultimately, the presentational guidelines a user will follow depend firstly on the 

environment a user creates for him or herself by choosing which accounts or hashtags to 

follow as this is where their presentational norms are retrieved from, and secondly on 

the audience the user tries to attract or maintain, as their performance will be staged to 

suit the addressees. What any form of identity presentation in social networks seem to 

have in common is that they depict highlights within the user’s life to construct a 

positive image while carrying and projecting the message: ‚look at me!‘  161

6.        Authenticity - are we presenting our true self? 

Before personal webpages and social networks started emerging, the discussions on  

identity in cyberspace was mostly focused on online gaming such as so called Multi 

User Dungeons or Domains (MUDs). These MUDs allowed the user to create an avatar 

which usually implied anonymity of the user and allowed for a detachment of the real 

world and physical body. Turkle described these spheres as an online laboratory for 

identity exploration, providing the opportunity to try on different identities and to invent 

new ones, independent of restrictions a person faces in the physical world.  Different 162

facets of their identity could now be expressed without fearing disapproval from their 

real lives' social environment. In principle, this kind of anonymity allows for greater 

deviations from the actual self and the online presentation hence must not be an 

authentic representation of the offline self. Even the first social networks such as 

 cf. Hedberg, L.; Mårtensson, S. (2015)160

 cf. Altmeyer, M. (2016): p.38161
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Second Life were based on the interaction between avatars, allowing for identity 

alterations in cyberspace. On the other hand, Chuan Hu and colleagues argue that the 

individual will in anonymous online settings present what they refer to as the negative 

true self more freely as they do not fear to be judged by peers and hence cease to feel 

the need to conform to social norms and expectations.  163

Personal webpages and social networks however circle around the self, the owner of the 

profile becomes the theme and focus of attention, making anonymity in cyberspace a 

rarity and preventing a complete detachment from the offline self. Additionally, 

personal profiles are increasingly interconnected, linking profiles made on different 

platforms together such that accounts belonging to the same internet user can be traced 

back to one and the same person, consequently leading to transparency of our online as 

well as our offline selves. 

Admittedly, the previous recognition of self-presentation in the online social network 

setting being an idealised one seems to imply that not the real self is presented. This 

presumption additionally seems supported by the notion of a staged performance, 

suggesting that the user is merely an actor that puts on a show for his or her audience 

while hiding the real self behind a facade. However, the ideal self must not necessarily 

be a false self and authenticity in the context of this thesis will be understood as the 

question of whether the online presentation is compatible with the underlying offline 

self. 

6.1        The Multiplicity of Identities  

Looking back on the central conceptual changes of identity in postmodern society being 

its fragmentation, delocalisation and plurality, the seeming contradiction of an idealised 

online identity presentation being compatible with the underlying true identity vanishes. 

While the idealised version of the self, in this case presented in online social networks 

such as Instagram, may appear as putting on a mask, Goffman emphasises that the 

individual is not becoming somebody else in doing so, but rather that the mask is only 

one of many within the individual’s performance repertoire and that both the mask and 

 cf. Hu, C. et al. (2017): p.4163
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underlying person are facets of the same individual.  Similarly, in the context of 164

postmodern identity theory, Heiner Keupp introduced his concept of a before mentioned 

Patchwork-Identity.  Just as Goffman’s dramaturgical theory, Keupp’s theory 165

corresponds to the fragmentation of society and suggests a resolution of the singularity 

of a person. The totality of all of these scattered, individual patches of a person are said 

to then again form a whole, a Patchwork, securing a remaining stability of identity 

while making the individual more flexible in dissolving the liability to commit to just 

one, clearly defined identity and instead allowing for multiplicity. Amongst others, 

Goffman and Keupp hence suggest that one single individual can possess a multiplicity 

of identities without compromising a true identity while instead recognising the totality 

of all identity facets constructing a whole. The self presented in cyberspace may 

therefore be seen as one of many facets (or patches) of a user’s (Patchwork-) identity. 

To explore how an idealised version of the self as is presented on Instagram fits into this 

Patchwork, I will suggest that the presentation within the platform in question can be 

said to be determined by what Higgins would refer to as our ideal and ought self. In the 

course of his Self-discrepancy theory he argues that the domains of a person’s identity 

include an actual, ideal and an ought self.  The actual self comprises the attributes that 166

a person ascribes to him or her self and actually believes to possess as well as those the 

person believes others ascribe to him or her. The ideal self is the individual’s 

representation of attributes that he or she would like or believes others would like him 

or her to possess, while the ought self is the representation of attributes that the person 

believes he or she should possess or believes others think he or she is ought to possess. 

Here, the actual self is what is typically understood as the self-concept  while the ideal 167

and ought self are seen as self-guides, i.e. a person’s guidelines on how to be or 

motivation on how to behave.  Within his Self-discrepancy theory Higgins suggests 168

that the individual aspires to reach a state where self-concept and self-guides coincide. 

 cf. Goffman, E. (1990), as cited in Bullingham, L.; Vasconcelos, A. (2012): pp.1164
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As Higgins considers different perspectives on the self such that a distinction is made 

between a person’s own standpoint in contrast to the standpoint of another person, a 

distinction between six self-state representations can be made: actual/own, actual/other, 

ideal/own, ideal/other, ought/own and ought/other.  Invigorating the identity theories 169

discussed above, a social setting encourages the individual to adopt the perspective of 

others within the social environment in order to receive approval, while also keeping in 

mind that the ways of identity presentation in online social networks seem to be of self 

promotional nature, leads me to argue that the presentation of the self on Instagram is 

guided by the ideal/other and ought/other. This remark suggests, while aligning with 

previously established observations, that the user’s self presentation is guided by what 

he or she believes others’ conception of an ideal presentation is and how the user should 

or is ought to present the self. The ought self may predominantly be determined by 

family and friends, people that the user will also encounter in real life, restricting the 

ways of appropriate presentations to avoid conflicts; while the ideal self may also be 

determined by presentational norms which are highly influenced by celebrities and 

influencers.  

Conclusively, when recognising Higgins’ proposal of identity being comprised of an 

actual, ideal and ought self as justifiable patches of the self within a patchwork identity, 

the identity presentation on Instagram can not be said to be inauthentic. However, in his 

Self-discrepancy theory Higgins suggests that an increasing variance between any of 

these domains of the self can cause emotional problems and vulnerabilities while 

emphasising that increasing self-focused attention, as Instagram certainly facilitates, 

will increase our awareness of discrepancies between our real self and ideal or ought 

self, i.e. our self-concept and self-guides,  or in terms of Instagram, our real self and 170

the standards Instagram suggests we need to conform to; leading me to the first aspect 

of Instagram use potentially compromising our offline selves’ wellbeing.  

 cf. ibid.169

 cf. ibid.170
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7.        Aspects of Online Social Networks that compromise Offline Wellbeing  

While online social networking is a relatively new phenomenon and consequences, 

including chances and risks are yet to be fully disclosed, with Facebook further being 

the primary target of investigation in most studies that have been conducted so far, the 

analysis of identity formation and self-presentation on Instagram and the interplay of 

the two have made some problematic aspects of Instagram use apparent which shall be 

highlighted in this section. 

In continuation of the discussion above on self-discrepancy theory and Higgins’ 

differentiation between six self-state representations, he suggests that discrepancies are 

possible between any combination of these while proposing corresponding qualitative 

differences in negative emotional outcomes. The discrepancies of interest here are  

those between actual/own versus ideal/other and actual/own versus ought/other, as these 

discrepancies could be used to describe the discrepancy between offline (as actual/own) 

and online (as ideal/other and ought/other) self. A discrepancy between actual/own and 

ideal/other, i.e. a person’s actual attributes that he or she believes to hold and the ideal 

this person believes others to expect, is said to cause dejection-related emotions and 

vulnerability to the feeling of shame, embarrassment or unworthiness, while a 

discrepancy between the actual/own and ought/other, i.e. the state this person believes 

others think he or she is ought to attain, may cause agitation-related emotions.  171

These types of discrepancies may occur when Instagram users compare their actual self 

with the presentational norms retrieved from passive Instagram consumption and realise 

that their actual self does not match these standards. Even if the user’s online 

presentation does match the presentational norms (ideal/other and ought/other) from 

within the network, the user may realise that the idealised online presentation does not 

match the actual offline appearance, making the offline self aware of his or her 

shortcomings and possibly causing the above mentioned negative emotional outcomes. 

Some theories even suggest that depression, involving feelings of failure and 

dissatisfaction, is caused by discrepancies between a person’s actual self and some 

standard  and becoming aware of these might be facilitated by Instagram’s property of 172

 cf. ibid. pp.322171

 cf. ibid. p.325172
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increasing self-focused attention. This presumption is supported by Erchull et al. in 

‚Extending the Negative Consequences of Media Internalization and Self-

Objectification to Dissociation and Self-Harm‘, arguing that this type of body 

surveillance as a component of self-objectification that involves taking over the 

perspective of an observer on the self is associated to dissociation; one aspect of 

depression and possibly even leading to self-harming behaviour.  Based on research 173

by Knauss et al. (2008) and Calogero and Thompson (2009), Erchull and colleagues 

conclude that internalisation of media promoted body images contributes to the constant 

viewing of the self as a sexual object which subsequently may cause negative effects 

related to self-objectification.  These negative effects include the experience of body 174

shame, occurring when the increased self-focused attention reveals a mismatch between 

the own body and media communicated standards.  Body shame has additionally been 175

found to significantly mediate between body surveillance and disordered eating as well 

as depression.  Another consequence of body surveillance in women is the tendency to 176

have a decreased interoceptive awareness, i.e. a decreased awareness of their physical 

and internal emotional states.  As self objectification requires taking on the 177

perspective of others, so to speak stepping out of the own body, one could argue that 

consequences may be as far reaching as to cause a sense of detachment, an alienation 

from the self.  Then again, this conclusion would consequently have to be drawn with 178

respect to any form of impression management, irrespective of taking place on- or 

offline. 

A main risk factor within online social networks is that of idealised presentations, 

leading the observer to form incorrect conclusions about another person's characteristics 

such as physical appearance, achievements, success or happiness,  not only facilitating 179

the internalisation of unattainable norms but additionally functioning as the basis for 

direct social comparison. A study on the perception of others’ lives on Facebook showed 
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that participants reported having the impression of others living a happier life,  180

eliciting feelings of envy and jealousy within the observer and a decrease in personal 

life satisfaction and self-esteem, i.e. a lowering in self evaluation.  I propose that 181

similar mechanisms will be present in Instagram use as well. Perceiving other user’s 

idealised presentation as a realistic representation of this person’s life may cause the 

user to engage in upward comparison, which describes the mechanism of comparing the 

self with superior others who we ascribe positive characteristics to.  Although the user 182

him or herself will also create a desirable image of the self within the online social 

network, the user behind the screen will nevertheless compare the realistic, offline self 

to the idealised online presentation of fellow users.  Interestingly, a study by Vogel 183

and colleagues showed, that social comparison within social media is more pronounced 

and ratings between the self and a target are more discrepant when engaging in upward 

comparison. The study showed that the rating of another user was more positive than 

self-ratings in an upward-healthy comparison condition (e.g. another user posting 

breaking personal fitness record) while target-rating and self-rating did not differ from 

one another in a downward-unhealthy comparison condition (e.g. another user posting 

breaking personal gaming record).  These finding suggest that a user is more likely to 184

engage in upward comparisons while rating the self in a more negative way. As the 

images posted on Instagram are mostly of positive nature as established above, the user 

will when comparing the self to other users hence more often engage in upward 

comparison and subsequently rate the self in a more negative manner.  

This upward comparison may not only take place with respect to presentational 

appearance of attractiveness, success or happiness but also in the amount of likes, 

comments or followers other users receive. Leary and colleagues within their self-

esteem as sociometer theory propose that the self-worth of a person is primarily derived 

from the quality of feedback they receive from others.  This suggests that a user’s self-185

esteem may become dependent on the receiving of likes and positive comments as well 
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as gathering a large follower base. The absence of the positive resonance a user hopes 

for in the course of presenting the self within the social network may then have the 

above mentioned detriments as a consequence. A lowering in self-esteem ultimately has 

a change in self-perception as a consequence, not for the better but for the worse. I will 

argue that the viewing of others’ posts, i.e passive consumption of content, will lead to 

the negative emotional outcomes as described above, while the observing of the own 

profile depicting the self in a positive way may even increase self-esteem. However, as 

a user will more often scroll through the newsfeed rather than his or her own profile, I 

will argue that the user will more often than not experience negative emotions.  

Further concerns proposed by Mitch Parsell, which align with the conclusions drawn 

from the above discussion on identity formation as well as authenticity, is the process of 

‚narrowcasting‘ within social networking communities as we will engage in 

communities that are composed of people similar to the self regarding opinions, 

personality or interests.  With respect to Instagram this can be applied to the accounts 186

or hashtags a user follows. These similarities may then have restrictive or polarising 

properties by shaping the norms of personal identity formation and display. Parsell 

further refers to the mechanism initially described by de Laat of a pronounced 

presentation of certain characteristics while neglecting others to compensate for 

diminished informational cues as the online presentation of the self is restricted by the 

applicational set up. This selective presentation reinforces certain aspects of a user’s 

identity, namely those which are consistent with the community norms retrieved form 

the social network environment. According to Parsell, this may lead to a 

deindividualisation of personal identity by conforming to presentational norms such that 

a user will be seen and may even see the self as a representative of a certain group or 

community at the expense of individuality.  Importantly, the observer will only get a 187

glimpse into a user’s actual identity as identity presentation on Instagram is lacking 

additional cues that would be present in offline interactions such as gestures and 

spontaneous display of emotions.  This diminished presentation will force the 188

observer to form an opinion based on very limited information which may not only lead 

 cf. Parsell, M. (2008): p.41186

 cf. ibid.: p.46187

 cf. Cocking, D. (2008): p.228188
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to the individual being degraded to only being seen as a representative of a group, but 

may also facilitate the formation of premature judgements and prejudices.  189

The further reinforcement of a certain type of content a user is presented with through 

Instagram’s algorithm leading to the rearranging of content to match a user’s existing 

interests while at the same time incorporating advertisement that explicitly targets these 

interests may lead one to question a user’s autonomy in identity formation. 

As Instagram is set up in a way that does not allow to segregate a user’s followers, a 

user may additionally face difficulties in forming a presentation that is appropriate to 

cater for multiple audiences and is in alignment with their norms. Although Instagram 

stories can be selective to some degree as the App allows users to exclude selective 

followers from being presented with content posted within a user’s story, this selection 

can not be made when posting photos or videos through the profile directly. The posted 

content will hence be accessible to any follower, or to anyone if the account is not set to 

private. While we have acknowledged above that a person can hold a multiplicity of 

identity performances that are adjusted according to the audience and current social 

environment, the maintenance of these multiple identities becomes more and more 

difficult if a segregation of audiences is not possible. A teenage user for example trying 

to create a certain identity for his or her friends while also having family members as 

their followers may face this difficulty. The presentation created to target his or her 

friends may involve aspects that family members will disapprove of, for example when 

engagement in smoking or drinking becomes evident in visual content. This can become 

especially problematic once potential employers or University Admissions Offices start 

to call upon an applicant’s social networking profiles. 

Moreover, a user’s audience may shift in the course of an online presence. A user may 

gain followers, friends and family that albeit not being on Instagram yet, may decide to 

create an account at some point and; especially if signed up through an existing 

Facebook account and both are connected through facebook already, will be more than 

likely to stumble across each other’s Instagram accounts as Instagram supports a feature 

of ‚suggesting’ other accounts to follow by analysing these preexisting connections. 

 cf. Parsell, M. (2008): p.43189
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This new member of the social network is now part of the audience that was previously 

not taken into account when the online presence was created.  

It is also worth noticing that a person's presentation within the network is not only a 

matter of personal postings but may also be influenced by what other users post about 

this person. Other users may then be less sensitive about what another person perceives 

as being appropriate to post about him or her. Besides friends posting photos or videos 

from the last college party, one major contributor to this online presence outside of a 

person’s control due to not being the active agent is a parent’s engagement in the in 

chapter 4.5 discussed sharenting. These postings have the potential to become 

problematic when a child grows up to disagree with the content posted about him or her 

by his or her parents. This content may further serve as an inducement for peers to 

engage in bullying but also involve potential consequences for parents. The privacy 

laws in France hold that parents may face fines of up to 45.000€ as well as up to a year 

in prison.  There has been a case reported in Austria in which an 18 year old daughter 190

sued her parents for content posted before developing online agency herself  and 191

incidences like this are likely to amass.  

Oversharing in combination with the factor of permanence within online settings does 

not only become evident as being problematic in sharenting but also in the posting 

behaviour of a person him or herself. Opinions, beliefs, lifestyles, appearances and the 

conceptions of what is appropriate to share with the public may change. While a user 

can delete previously made postings, a feeling of regret may still become evident when 

looking back on content posted at an earlier stage as it has potentially already been 

viewed by a large audience.  

The factor of permanence and the possibility of a change in opinions also becomes 

evident when considering what happens to our digital footprints after death. Will they 

indefinitely remain online? Are we creating immortal identities in cyberspace? While a 

user at least has the chance to alter his or her profile by deleting certain content if said 

changes in opinions, beliefs, etc. occur, this option is no longer available for the 

deceased. As of this point, a user is not able to initially declare what he or she wants to 

 cf. Chazan, D. (2016) 190

 cf. Huggler, J. (2016)191
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happen to the account in the case of death when setting up an Instagram account; for 

example, users are not able to decide for themselves whether they want their profile 

deleted in case of death or whether another person, e.g. a family member, should get 

access to this account. Instagram Help declares that family members can however 

request the memorialisation or deletion of an Instagram account when providing a death 

certificate as well as valid proof of being the legal representative of the deceased or 

their estate.  In case of memorialisation, the profile of the deceased remains online but 192

can not be altered by anyone, meaning that others are not able to leave comments or 

likes, to follow or unfollow. If the account was set to public before being memorialised, 

the account can technically be accessed by anyone but will not be presented in the 

explore section. As the profile however remains online and remains accessible to others, 

users may hence maintain a post-mortem online presence.  Through memorialisation, 193

a user’s online identity however would be ‚set in stone‘, which presumably in most 

cases was not considered at the time of choosing which content to post within the social 

network, especially if death is sudden. This expansion of a person’s legacy is likely to 

have an effect on how this person is remembered. While the remaining online presence 

clearly has an effect on the bereaved as it may play an active part in the mourning 

process, it should also be of concern for the ‚to-be’ deceived (i.e. for anyone holding an 

online presence as there is no way around physical death), such that alterations in 

available options of privacy settings regarding post-death regulations within a social 

network should be subject of future discussions. 

More immediate reason for privacy concerns may additionally be users not realising the 

platform’s main interest being of commercial nature, leading users to willingly provide 

personal information as they mainly understand and go by their own motivation to 

engage in the social network.  By disregarding potential conflicts, the user’s 194

engagement in online social networks provide data which can be accessed by third 

parties for profit-driven commercial marketing, data mining and research in the sense of 

Big Data, facial-recognition software induced surveillance or law enforcement as well 

as possible risks of identity theft or the use of geotags allowing the tracking of a user’s 

 cf. Instagram Official (2018) 192

 cf. Instagram Official (2018)193

 cf. Baym (2011), as cited in Vallor, S. (2016): n.p.194
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location, potentially facilitating stalking or other forms of illicit monitoring of a user’s 

physical movements  which can be especially problematic in the context of sharenting  195

and pedophiles roaming through cyberspace. 

While the exact depiction of the underlying mechanisms giving rise for privacy 

concerns can not be given justice at this point as the further analysis would exceed the 

scope of this thesis, it should be noted that in order for a user to be able to protect his or 

her privacy, online social networks should provide greater and more easily accessible 

transparency regarding underlying processes taking place in the background of the 

platform. Undeniably, creating an online presence in online social networks can cause a 

number of privacy concerns which are yet to be fully unraveled and which the general 

user is yet to become aware of. 

8.        Conclusion 

In particular reference to Goffman’s dramaturgical identity theory, while providing 

further substantiation of his suggestions by acknowledging other identity theories as 

well, it has been recognised throughout this thesis that identity develops through social 

interaction and is shaped by feedback from the environment. Goffman’s depiction of a 

front stage, in which the self is presented, and a back stage in which the consciously 

chosen performance is prepared in correspondence to alternating audiences allowed for 

associations of online social networks being an ideal social environment in which the 

online presentation can carefully be prepared by selecting and editing content offline 

before posting it to the platform.  

Guided by the questions stated within the introduction of this thesis, several 

mechanisms were discussed that contribute to the formation of a user’s identity. These 

mechanisms include a user’s passive consumption leading to the formation and 

internalisation of norms within Instagram as a social environment. The feedback 

providing properties of the platform were proposed to be interpreted as the reaction of a 

user’s audience leading him or her to subsequently readjust the presentation if the 

feedback (or lack of feedback) suggested that the presentational norms were not 

 cf. Vallor, S. (2016): n.p.195
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accurately met. Positive feedback in the form of likes and comments was further 

discussed to be functioning as positive reinforcers strengthening the performance on 

which positive feedback was given and communities within the social network were 

proposed to be fostering the user’s sense of belonging and affiliation leading him or her 

to adopt in-group behaviour, while the sense of close- and connectedness to celebrities 

and influencers by following their accounts was suggested to be encouraging mimicry 

of their posting behaviours.  

The inherent desire for social interaction and affirmation was recognised as the 

platform’s crucial feature leading to its popularity. Social affirmation was put forward to 

be retrieved by conforming to social standards and expectations, i.e. the social norms 

salient within the network in question. The norms retrieved from passive consumption 

were hence suggested to be integrated into a user’s self presentation in order to fit in 

and receive positive feedback. This presentation is navigated through impression 

management which was described as the process of trying to control how other people 

perceive the self and the impression they get from it. By engaging in impression 

management a person will usually attempt to make a positive impression which 

correlates with the idealised self-presentations found within the social network in 

question.  

With Instagram being a photo-sharing platform, the most direct presentation of the self 

was proposed to be through the posting of selfies. If the self is presented in photos and 

videos, the primary identity characteristic is likely to be the body. Taking the body as 

principal characteristic of an individual’s identity within the social network in question 

while lacking additional identity cues which would be present in face-to-face offline 

interaction was discussed to cause an objectification of the subject, exposing the 

superficiality of the platform while the idealised presentation of the body becoming the 

norm is subsequently reinforcing an unattainable body image. The selective presentation 

of the self in an attempt to meet the presentational norms indicated by influencers and 

celebrities was put forward to be understood as self-promotional practices as only 

selective aspects of the self are presented. This self-promotion for competitive purposes 

was proposed to further foster the individual’s self objectification as the selfie takes on 
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the advertising qualities of a product, while additionally laying ground for social 

comparison. 

Classifying the self presentation on Instagram being of self promotional, idealised 

nature, the loss of authenticity seemed to be out of question. However, in consideration 

of contemporary identity theories proposing a multiplicity of identity, the ideal or ought 

self was suggested to be recognised as patches within a patchwork identity, indicating 

that the presentation of the self in an online environment such as Instagram is not an 

inauthentic but idealised one.  

The mechanisms underlying identity formation and the presentation of the self within 

the online social network in question however were shown to involve a multiplicity of 

potential consequences when it comes to the offline, underlying self’s wellbeing.  

These negative outcomes include the sexualisation of the female body as well as 

becoming aware of self discrepancies between the actual/own perception of the self and 

the ought/other and ideal/other, i.e. the norms that the individual believes to be expected 

to fulfill, causing a variety of negative emotional outcomes and vulnerabilities such as 

feelings of shame, embarrassment, unworthiness, and self objectification facilitating 

dissociation mechanisms recognised as a predictor of depression. The engagement in 

upward social comparison as promoted by social networking was further suggested to 

lead the user to rate others’ lives based on their social media presentation in a more 

positive manner compared to the own life, leading to feelings of envy and a decrease in 

personal life satisfaction. A user’s self-esteem was additionally put forward as 

potentially becoming dependent on positive feedback, i.e. a large number of likes, 

(positive) comments, and followers. Other consequences that have been addressed 

include the process of narrowcasting as the user will surround him or herself with, i.e. 

follow users holding the same interests within the online social network environment, 

potentially causing a deindividualisation by conforming to a narrow set of 

presentational norms within a community. Within this context it was emphasised that 

the algorithm rearranging content and advertising to match and at the same time 

validate a user’s existing interests and opinions, and given that the presented content 

actively shapes a user’s identity, may be ground for future discussions on a user’s 
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authenticity in identity formation within such networks where presentational content 

diversity is limited. 

The multiple audience problem was further addressed and was suggested to be causing 

difficulties in the maintenance of multiple identities within the online environment and 

potentially to conflicts if not all norms and expectations, including those of family, 

friends and, in case the account is not set to private, those of employers or University 

Admissions Offices, can be accommodated for within a unitary performance. 

The factor of permanence within online identity display was discussed in relation to 

sharenting for which general norms are in desperate need of being established, but also 

in personally posted content as conceptions on what is deemed appropriate to share was 

suggested to be subject of change in the course of a lifetime. This was argued to become 

particularly important in considering what will happen to our digital footprint post death 

and it was proposed that a user should be able to take more precise measures when 

initially creating an online presence on what he or she wants to happen to the personal 

account after death. 

The user however does not only lack power over his or her posted content before 

acquiring or after losing agency, but effectively gives away his or her privacy as soon as 

content is shared online. Once online, it is freely accessible to strangers and third parties 

ranging from profit driven companies to governmental law enforcement and potentially 

even criminals with intentions of stalking, identity theft or worse and the need for 

transparency, providing increased user awareness on these issues was suggested as an 

important step in creating a safe online environment. 

It should however be emphasised that the mechanisms and implications proposed in this 

thesis are not meant to be taken as definitive answers to the questions on the formation 

and presentation of identity in an online setting and the potential decrease of subjective 

wellbeing but may additionally be complemented by further examinations, which 

however would exceed the scope of this thesis.  

The existing privacy concerns for instance and the potential consequences they might 

induce on the individual are a whole discussion in and for itself. Notably, the 

illumination of risk factors that come about in internet use in general and identity 

display in particular, including the sharing of personal data as is the norm in most of 



 !  49

today’s online settings, is a matter of urgency and will be in continuous need of being 

revised as technology advances. 

The challenges surrounding our online legacy will increasingly arise as the first 

generation of digital natives is yet to pass away. The discussion to be held surrounding 

these issues include the implications our digital footprints have on our ongoing 

existence in cyberspace and how the ends of identity might need to be redefined.  

Photos and videos that document a person’s existence remaining online even when the 

physical body vanishes will not only transform the mourning process of those left 

behind, but may already cause a shift in the way the living individual looks back on his 

or her life. Remembrance of certain events through photography fostered by the 

excessive documentation and broadcasting of the personal life may cause a cognitive 

shift in autobiographical memory. As the self-concept includes the picture a person has 

of him or herself including beliefs about our physical appearance, social relationships, 

material possessions, our personal history as well as the roles we play which can all be 

captured in photographs, the continuous documentation and broadcasting of visual 

content that hold information on these characteristics may cause a change in the 

individual’s self-concept due to a continuous confrontation with past instances of the 

self. This extended digital autobiographical memory correlates with discussions on the 

quantified self. Human-computer interactions including the practice of digital self-

archiving referred to as lifelogging  gives rise to a further examination of how 196

technology is increasingly integrated into our selves, with Heersmink suggesting that 

„the complex web of cognitive relations we develop and maintain with other people and 

technological artifacts partly determines our self.“  In light of this increased 197

connectivity of humans and technology, further implications on conceptions of identity 

need be discussed (for example where the self begins and where it ends, feeling empty 

without certain devices at hand), and further debates on the manifestations of an online 

presence may suggest notions of a digital immortality and is likely to be subject of 

future discussions.  

 cf. Selke, S. (2014): p.95196

 Heersmink, R. (2016): p.3135197
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As online social networks started emerging only at the beginning of this century, the 

structures are likely to develop and change in the years to come. Which may seem as a 

utopia (or dystopia) as of this moment, considering the initiated fusion of virtuality and 

reality resulting in virtual reality and the ongoing development of virtual reality 

experiences in the form of gaming, I will propose the possibility of virtual reality based 

online social networks being constructed in the future in which users will be able to 

exist and interact with one another in a whole new level of online social spheres. Wether 

the interaction within these hyperrealities would revitalise and vindicate Borgmann’s 

initial cyberspace critique, declaring social hyperreality leading to a „disconnected, 

disembodied, and disoriented sort of life“ while „suffocating reality“,  or wether it 198

would enhance a more accurate presentation of real life as the offline self would in a 

sense be embodied in these virtual spheres and social interaction in cyberspace would 

then more closely resemble offline encounters, given that users would interact in these 

virtual reality social networks in representation of their actual self rather than fictional 

avatars as might be the case in gaming, would have to be reexamined. Possible risks 

may then include the user finding embodiment in virtuality leading the self to further 

descend into cyberspace and potentially to progressively detach from reality. 

Irrespective of whether virtual reality based social networks will become reality or not, 

the individual will increasingly collide with technology and the quantified self demands 

further identity debates. 

Without being final or complete, the scope of the discussion on identity in cyberspace 

within this thesis serves as a contribution to the understanding of identity formation and 

the presentation of the self within Instagram as the online social network in question. 

Identity in this online social network setting was shown to be navigated by employing 

similar mechanism as would be present in an offline social environment, while the basic 

set up of the platform enhances the possibilities of impression management. This thesis 

contributes to the recognition of potential detriments that can be caused by engaging in 

online social networks. On a final remark it should be noted that potential opportunities 

online social networks may hold were omitted but may be worth investigating in further 

discussions. To decrease negative emotional outcomes and potentially even increase 

 Borgmann (1992): pp.108, as cited in Vallor, Shannon (2016): n.p.198
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positive outcomes of social media use, users should become aware of underlying 

mechanisms and be educated on media competencies, while norms and regulations 

within online spheres are in need of further negotiation to secure a user’s mental health 

and privacy.   
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