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E 1 identity

E why do teens seem 1
£ strange online?

In 2005, an Ivy League university was considering the application of
a young black man from South Central Los Angeles. The applicant
had written a phenomenal essay about how he wanted to wallk away
from the gangs in his community and attend the esteemed institu-
tion. The admissions officers were impressed: a student who over-
comes such hurdles is exactly what they like seeing. In an effort to

i i learn more about him, the committee members Googled him. They

- found his MySpace profile. It was filled with gang symbolism, crass
language, and references to gang activities. They recoiled.

I heard this story when a representative from the admissions office

contacted me. The representative opened the conversation with a

|
|
| | :
: simple question: Why would a student lie to an admissions commit- f,_'
: tee when the committee could easily find the truth online? I asked E
: for context and learned abour the candidate. Stunned by the ques-
tion, my initial response was filled with nervous laughter. T had hung - ;
out with and interviewed teens from South Central. I was always 3
struck by the challenges they faced, given the gang dynamics in their g
neighborhood. Awkwardly, I offered an alternative interpretation: ‘
perhaps this young man is simply including gang signals on his
MySpace profile as a survival technique.

| ' ~ Trying to step into that young man’s shoes, I shared with the col-
| epe admissions officer some of the dynamics that I had seen in Los
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Angeles. My hunch was that this teen was probably very conscious of
the relacionship between gangs and others in his hometown. Perhaps
he felc as though he needed to position himself within the local
context in a way that wouldn’t make him a target. If he was anything
like other teens [ had met, perhaps he imagined the audience of his
MySpace profile to be his classmates, family, and community—not
the college admissions committee. Without knowing the teen, my
guess was that he was genuine in his college essay. At the same time,
I also suspected that he would never dare talk about his desire to go
to a prestigious institution in his ‘neighborhood because doing so
would cause him to be ostracized socially, if not physically attacked.
As British sociologist Paul Willis argued in the 1980s, when youth
attempt to change their socioeconomic standing, they often risk
alienating their home communiiy.’ This dynamic was often acutely
present in the communities that | observed.

The admissions officer was startled by my analysis, and we had a
long conversation about the challenges of self-representation in a net-
worked era.? Il never know if that teen was accepted into that pres-
tigious school, but this encounter stayed with me as [ watched other
adules misinterpret teens’ online self-expressions. 1 came to realize
that, taken out of context, what teens appear to do and say on social
media seems peculiar if not outright problematic.’

The intended audience matters, regardless of the actual audience.
Unfortunarely, adults sometimes believe that they understand what
they see online without considering how teens imagined the context
when they originally posted a particular photograph or comment.
The ability to understand how context, audience, and identity intet-
sect is one of the central challenges people face in learning how to
navigate social media. And, for all of the mistakes that they can and
do make, teens are often leading the way at figuring out how to nav-
igate a networked world in which collapsed contexts and imagined

audiences are par for the course.
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Taken Out of Context
In his 1985 book Ne Sense of Place, media scholar Joshua Meyrowitz

describes the story of Stokely Carmichacl, an American civil sights

“activist. In the 1960s, Carmichael regularly gave different talks to

different audiences. He used a different style of speaking when he
addressed white political ieaders than when he addressed southern

black congregations. When Carmichael started presenting his ideas’

61 relevision and radio, he faced a difficult decision: which audience

hould he address? No matter which style of speaking he chose, he
knew he'd alienate some. He was right. By using a rolling pastoral
voice in broadcast media, Carmichael ingrariated himself with black
activists while alienating white elites.

Meyrowitz argues that clectronic media like radio and television
casily collapse seemingly disconnected contexts. Public figures, jour-
nalists, and anyone in the limelight must regularly navigare discon-
nected social contexes simultaneously, balancing what they say with

w their diverse audiences might interpret their actions. A context

cc_}'ﬂapse occurs when people are forced to grapple simultaneously with

otherwise unrelated social contexcs that are rooted in different norms
and seemingly demand different social responses. For example, some
people might find it quite awkward to run into their former high
school teacher while drinking with their friends at a bar. These con-
c collapses happen much more frequently in networked publics.
‘The dynamics that Meyrowitz describes are no longer simply the
rmain of high-profie people who have access o broadcast media.
When teens interact with social media, they must regularly contend
with collapsed contexis and invisible audiences as a part of everyday
life Their teachers might read what they post online for their friends,
1d when their friends from school start debating their friends
from summer camp, they might be excited that their friend groups
¢ combining—or they might find it discomforting. In order to sra-
lize the context in their own minds, teens do what others before
them have done: just like journalists and politicians, reens imagine

o . 3 . +
¢'audience they're trying to reach.’ In speaking to an unknown or
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invisible audience, it is impossible and unproductive to account for
the full range of plausible interpretations. Instead, public speakers
consistently imagine a specific subset of potential readers or viewers
and focus on how those intended viewers arc likely to respond to
a particular statement. As a result, the imagined audience defines
the social context. In choosing how to present themselves before dis-
connected and invisible audiences, people must attempt to resolve
context collapses or actively define the context in which theyre
operating,

Teens often imagine their audience to be those that they’ve chosen
to “friend” or “follow,” regardless of who might actually see their
profile. In theory, privacy settings allow teens to limit their expres-
sions to the people they intend to reach by restricting who can see
what, On MySpace and Twitter—where privacy settings are rela-
tively simple—using settings to limit who can access what content
can be quite doable. Yet, on Facebook, this has proven to be intrac-
table and confusing, given the complex and conscantly changing pri-
vacy settings on that site.S Moreover, many teens have good reasons
for not limiting who can access their profile. Some teens want to be
accessible to peers who share their interests. Others recognize that
privacy settings do little to limit parents from snooping or stop
friends from sharing juicy messages. Many teens complain about
parents who look over their shoulders when they're on the computer
or friends who copy and paste updates and forward them along,

To complicate matters, just because someone is a part of a teen’s
imagined audience doesn’t mean that this person is actually reading
what's posted. When social media sites offer streams of content—as

is common on Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram-—people often

imagine their audience to be the people theyre following. But these
people may not be following them in return or see their posts
amid the avalanche of shared content. As a result, regardless of how
they use privacy settings, teens must grapple with who can see their
profile; who actually does see it, and how those who do see it will

interpret It.
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Teens mental model of their audience is often inaccurate, bur

not because teens are naive or stupid. When people are chatting and

-sharing photos with friends via social media, it’s often hard to remem-

er that viewers who aren’t commenting might also be watching. This

is not an issue unique to teens, although teens are often chastised for
not accounting for adult onlookers. But just as it’s easy to get caught up
n a conversation at a dinner party and forget about the rest of the

_room, it's easy to get lost in the back-and-forth on Twitter. Social

edia introduces additional challenges, particularly because of the
ersistent and searchable nature of most of these wchnical systems.
Tweets and status updates aren’t just accessible to the audience who

happens to be following the thread as it unfolds; they quickly become

irchived traces, accessible to viewers at a later time. These traces can be
earched and are easily reposted and spread. Thus, the context col-

apses thar teens face online rarely occur in the moment with confiict-

_ing onlookers responding simultancously. They are much more likely

o-be experienced over time, as new audiences read the messages in a

When teens face collapsing contexts in physical environments,
heir natural response is to become guiet. For example, if a group of
eens are hanging out at the mall and a security guard or someone’s
mother approaches them, they will stop whatever conversation they
te having, even if it’s innocuous. While they may be comfortable
aving strangers overhear their exchange, the sudden appearance of
omeote wich social authority changes the context entirely. Online,
this becomes more difficult. As Summer, a white fifteen-year-old
from Michigan, explains, switching contexts online is more challeng-

ng than doing so in the park because, in the park, “you can see when
here’s people around you and stuff like that, So you can like quickly

ange the subject.” Online, there’s no way to change the conversa-
ion, both because ics virrually impossible to know if someone is
approaching and because the persistent nature of most social
exchanges means that there’s a record of what was previously said.
Thus, when Summer’s mother looks at her Facebook page, she gains
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access to a plethora of interactions that took place over a long period
of time and outside the social and temporal context in which they
were produced. Summer can’t simply switch topics with her friends at

the sight of her' mother approaching. The ability to easily switch con- -

texts assumes an ephemeral social situation; this cannot be taken for
granted in digital environments.

Because social media often brings together multiple social con-
texts, teens struggle to effectively manage social norms. Some expect
their friends and family to understand and respect different social
contexts and to know when something is not meant for them. And
yet there are always people who fail to recognize when content isn’t
meant for them, even though it’s publicly accessible. This is the prob-
lem that Hunter faces when he posts to Facebook.

Hunter is a geeky, black fourteen-year-old living in inner-city Wash-
ingron, DC, who resembles a contemporary Steve Utkel, complete with
ill-fitting clothes, taped-together glasses, and nerdy mannerisms. He
lives in two discrete woelds. His cousins and sister are what he describes
as “ghetro” while his friends at his magnet school are all academically
minded “gecks.” On Facebook, these two worlds collide, and.- he regu-
larly struggles to navigate them simultaneously. He gets especially frus-
trated when his sister interrupts conversations with his friends.

When I'm talking to my friends on Facebook or I put up a sta-
tus, something I hate is when people who I'm not addressing in
my stauses comment on my statuses. [n [my old school], people
always used to call me nerdy and that I was the least black black
person that they've ever met, some peopie say that, and I said
on Facebook, “Should I take offense to the fact that somebody
put the ringtone “White and Nerdy’ for me?” and it was a joke.
I guess we were talking about it in school, and [my sister] comes
out of nowhere, “Aw, baby bro,” and I'm like, “No, don't say
that, I wasn’t talking to you.”

When I asked Hunter how his sister or friends are supposed to know
who is being talked to on specific Facebook updates, he replied,
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I guess that is a point. Sometimes it probably is hard, but I think
-it’s just the certain way that you walk. I will wlk o my sister
“a different way than Il talk to my friends at school or from

my friends from my old school, and I might say, “Oh, well, 1
fell asleep in Miss K’s class by accident,” and they'll say, “Oh,

yeah, Miss K is so boring,” and [my sister’s] like, “Oh, well, you

‘shouldn’t fall asleep. You should pay attention.” I mean, I think ‘

~you can figure out thar F'm not talking to you if I'm talking about

certain teacher,

Hunter loves his sister, but he alsc finds her take on social ctiguette

infuriating. He wants to maintain a relationship with her and appre-

ciates that she’s on Facebook, although he also notes thar its

hard because of ber priorities, values, and decisions. He doesn’t want

to. ostracize her on Facebook, but he’s consistently annoyed by

fiow often she tries to respond to messages from his friends without
alizing chat this violates an implicitcode of conduct.

‘0 make matters worse, Hunter’s sister is not the only one from his
home life who he feels speaks up out of rurn. Hunter and his friends
ar ' really into the card game Pokémon and whar he calls “old skool”
_deo games like the Legend of Zelda. His cousins, in contrast, enjoy

first-person shooters like Halo and think his choice of retro video
games is “lame.” Thus, whenever Hunter posts messages about play-
ing with his friends, his cousins use this as an opportunity o meck
him. Frustrated by his family members’ inability to “ger the hing,”

_ﬁnter has resorted both to limiting what he says online and trying
to use technical features provided by Facebook to create discrete lists
and block certain people from certain posts. Flaving to take measures
16 prevent his family from seeing what he posts saddens him because
he doesn’t want to hide; he only wanes his family to stop “embarrass-
ik_ig"" him. Ceontext matters to Hunter, not because he’s ashamed of
hiis tastes or wants to hide his passions, but because he wants to have
control over a given social sitnation. He wants to post messages with-

%Jii_t_’-having to articulate context; he wants his audience o understand
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where he’s coming from and respect what he sees as unspoken social
conventions. Without a shared sense of context, hanging out online
becomes burdensome.

The ability to understand and define social context is important.
When teens are talking to their friends, they interact differently than
when they’re talking to their family or to their teachers. Television
show plotlines leverage the power of collapsed contexts for entertain-
ment purposes, but managing them in everyday life is often exhaust-
ing. It may be amusing to watch Kramer face embarrassment when
he and George accidentally run into Kramer’s mother on Seinfeld,
burt such social collisions are not nearly as entertaining when they
oceur without a laugh traclk.” Situations like this require significant
monitoring and social negotiation, which, in turn, require both stra-
tegic and tactical decisions that turn the most mundane social situa-
tion into a high-maintenance affair. Most people are uncomfortable
with the idea that their worlds might collide uncontrollably, and yet,
social media makes this dynamic a regular occurrence. Much of
what’s at stake has to do with the nuanced ways in which people read

social situations and present themselves accordingly.

ldentity Work in Networked Publics

In her 1995 book, Life on the Screen, psychologist Sherry Turlkle
began to map out the creation of a mediated future that resembled
both the utopian and dystopian immersive worlds constructed in sci-
ence fiction novels. Wartching eatly adopters—especially children—
embrace virtual worlds, she argued that the distinction between
computers and humans was becoming increasingly blurred and that a
new society was emerging as people escaped the limitations of cheir
offline identities. Turkle was particulatly fascinated by the playtul
identity work that early adopters engaged in online, and with a psy-

choanalyst’s eye, she extensively considered both the therapeutic and -

the deceprive potential of mediated identity worlk.?
Turkle was critical of some people’s attempts to use fictitious iden-
tities to harm others, but she aiso highlighted that much could be

identity -

gained from the process of self-reflection that was enabled when peo-
ple had to act out or work through their identity in order w make
hemselves present in virtual worlds. Unlike face-to-face settings in
which people took their bodies for granted, people who went online

ad to consciously create their digital presence. Media studies scholar
enny Sundén describes this process as people typing themselves

:r;to being.® Although Turkle recognized that a person’s identiry

was always tethered to his or her psyche, she left room for arguments
hat suggested that the internet could——and would—free people of
he burdens of their “material”or physically embodied—identities,
-nabling them to become a berter version of themselves.
[wanted Turkle’s vision for the future to be right. When I embraced
th'e--internet as a teenager in the mid-r99os, I was going online o
scape the so-called real world. T felt ostracized and misunderstood at
chool, but online I could portray myself as the person that I wanted
0 be. T took on fictitious identities in an effort to figure out who
‘was. [ wasn't alone. Part of what made chatting fun in those days
was that it was impossible to know if others were all thar they por-
rayed themselves to be. [ knew that a self-declared wizard was prob-
ibly not actually a wizard and chat the guy who said he had found
he cure to cancer most likely hadn’t, but embodied characteristics
ike gender and race weren’t always so clear.® At the time, this fels
playful and freeing, and I bought into the fantasy that the internet

could save us from tyranny and hypocrisy. Manifestos like John

Perry Barlow’s 1996 “Declaration of the Independence of Cyber-
pace” spoke to me. Barlow wld the global leaders at the World Eco-

‘fiomic Forum thar the new “home of the Mind” enabled “identities

that] have no bodies.” T was proud to be one of the children he spoke

who appeared “native” in the new civilization.

Twenty years later, the dynamics of identity portrayal online

re- quite different from how early interner proponents imagined
Lem to be. Although gaming services and virtual worlds are popular
mong some groups of youth, there’s a significant culeural difference
erween fictional role-playing sites and the more widely embraced
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social media sites, which tend to encourage a more nonfiction-
oriented atmosphere. Even though pseudonymity is quite common
in these environments, the type of identity work taking place on
social media sites like Facebook is very different from what Turkle

initially imagined. Many teens today go online to socialize with

friends they know from physical settings and to portray themselves

in online contexts that are more tightly wedded ro unmediated social

communirties. These practices, which encourage greater continuity

between teens online and offline worlds, were much less common

when I was growing up. ,
This doesn’t mean that identity work is uniform across all online

activities. Most teens use a plethora of social media services as they -

navigate relationships and contexts. Their seemingly distinct prac-
tices on each platform might suggest that they are trying to be differ-
ent people, but this would be a naive reading of the kinds of identity
work taking place on and through social media. For example, a teen
might use her given name on a video service like Skype while choos-
ing a descriptive screen name on a photo app like Tnstagram.” And
when choosing a login for a blogging site like Tumblr, she might
choose a name that intentionally signals her involvement with a par-

ticular interest-based community.

Quite often, teens respond to what they perceive to be the norms

of a particular service. So when a teen chooses to identify as “Jessica

Smith” on Facebook and “lictlemonster” on Twitter, she’s not creat- |

ing multiple identities in the psychological sense. She’s choosing to
represent herself in different ways on different sites with the expecta-
tion of different audiences and different norms. Sometimes these
choices are conscious attempts by individuals seeking to control
their self-presentation; more often, they are whimsical responses to
sites’ requirement to provide a login handle. Although some teens
choose to nse the same handle across multiple sites, other teens find
that their favorite nickname is taken or feel as though they've out-
grown their previous identity. Regardless of the reason, the outcome
is a hodgepodge of online identides that leave plenty of room for

identity’

- interpretation. And in doing so, teens both interpret and produce the

. social contexts in which they are inhabiting.

- Context matters. While teens move berween different social con-

texts—including mediated ones like those produced by nerworked

publics and unmediated ones like those constructed ar school—they
manage social dynamics differently. How they interact and with

whom they interact in the school lunchroom is different than =

at afterschool music lessons than via group text messaging services.
For many of the teens I interviewed, Facebook was the primary
place where friend groups collide. Other services-—like Tumblr or

witter—were more commonly used by teens who were carving out
their place in interesi-driven communities.™ For example, there are
: ntife communities of teens on Tumblr who connect out of a shared
nterest in fashion; collectively, they produce a rich fashion blogging
community that has stunned the fashion industry. On Twitter, it’s
not uncommon to sce teens gushing about the celebrities du jour

ith other fans. These examples illustrate how these particular platc-

rms are used circa 2013; teens’ approaches to different sites may

have changed by the time you're reading this book, but managing

context within a given site and through the use of multiple sites has
been commonplace for well over a decade. What matters is not the

particular social media site but the context in which it’s situated

within a particular group of youth. The sites of engagement come

id go, are repurposed, and evolve over time. Some people assume
thar these ebbs and flows mean radical changes in youth culrure, bur
ften the underlying practices stay the same even as the context shifts
what is rendered visible and significant,

The context of a particular site is not determined by the technical

eatures of thar site but, rather, by the interplay between teens and

- the site. In sociological parlance, the context of social media sites is

ocially constructed.” More practically, what this means is that teens
un to differenc sites because they hear that a particular sire is good
or 4 given practice. They connect to people they know, observe how
hose people are using the site, and then reinforce or challenge those

identity
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norms through their own practices. As a result, the norms of social
media are shaped by network effects; peers influence one another
about how to use a particular site and then help collectively to create

the norms of that site.
Because teens’ engagement with social media is died to their broader
peer groups, the norms that get reinforced online do not deviate
‘ much from the norms that exist in school. This does not mean that
there aren’t distinctions. For example, I met a teen girl who was
obsessed wich a popular boy band called One Direction even though
her friends at school were not. She didn’t bother talking abour
her crush on one of the band’s members in the lunchroom because
she knew her friends wouldn’t find such a topic interesting. She
didn’t hide her passion for One Direction from her friends, but
she didn’t turn to them to discuss the band members haircuts or
their latest music video. Instead, she turned to Twitter, where she
was able to gush about the band with other fans. She first turned o
Tywitter because the members of One Direction were using that plat-
form to engage with their fans, but as she engaged with the broader
fan community, she spent more time talking with other fans than
replying to the musicians’ tweets. Through this fan community,
she began interacting on Tumblr and posting fan-oriented posts on
Instagram. Her friends all knew about her obsession—and occasion-
ally teased her for her celebrity crush—but they didn’t follow her on
Twitter because they weren'’t interested in that facet of her life. She
wasn't hiding her interests, but she had created a separate contexe—

and thus a separate digital persona—for talking with fellow fans.
When she wanted to tallk with her school friends, she turned to Face
book or text messaging. At the same time, the contexts were not
wholly distinct. When she found out that one of her classmares
was also a fellow fan, they started engaging on both Facebook and
Twitter, talking about school on Facebook and One Direction on
Twitter. And she even ended up Facebook friending a few fans she
met through Twitter, which created a space for them to talk about a

different range of topics.
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This young fan is a typical savvy internet user, comfortable navi-

gating her identity and interests in distinct social contexts based on

“her understanding of the norms and community practices. She moves

Between Facebook and Twitter seamlessly, underscanding that they

fe different social contexts. She has a coherent understanding of

~who she is and is comfortable choosing how she presents herself in

these different environments. She moves just as scamlessly berween
hese mediated environments as she does between online and offline

settings, not because she’s cycling through identities—or creating a

egmentation between the virtual and the real—but because she’s
witching social conrexts and acting accordingly.
As teens move between different social environments—and inter-

ct with different groups of friends, interest groups, and classmates—

hey maneuver between different contexts that they have collectively
suilt and socially constructed. Their sense of context is shaped—but
ot cleanly defined—by setting, time, and audience, Although navi-
rating distinct social contexts is not new, technology makes it easy
.pf_young people to move quickly between different social settings,
teating the impression that they are present in multiple places simul-
anéously. What unfolds is a complex dance as teens quickly shift

etween—and often blur—different social contexts.

'The popularity of social media in recent years has produced a sig-
ificant rise in nonfiction or so-called real names identity produc-
ion, but it is also important to recognize that there continue to be

nvironments where teens gather anonymousty or don crafted identi-

ies to create a separation between the kinds of social contexts char
rewviable offline and those that can be imagined online. Most nota-
ly,: multiplayer online games like World of Warcraft and StarCraft
vere quite popular among youth I encountered. It is within these
paces-—along with vircual worlds like Second Life and Whyville—
‘here teens can and do engage in much of the playful and productive
dentity work thart early internet scholars initially mapped out.™ The
ocess of creating an avatar and selecting virtual characteristics

equires tremendous reflection, and teens often take this seriously.
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Although some teens do invest a great deal of time and thought
into their avatars, other teens I met were no more invested in their
gaming character than in their Twitter handle. Their choices had
meaning and were valuable, but not something that they felt needed
to be analyzed for significance. When I asked one teen boy why he
had chosen to be a particular character in World of Warcraft, he
looked at me with a scrunched face. T pressed on to ask if his choice
had any particular meaning, and he responded with an eye roll, say-
ing, “It’s just a game!” before continuing on to talk about how he had
a collection of characters with different skill sets that could be used

depending on what he was trying to achieve in the game.

Choosing and designing an avatar is a central part of participation -

in immersive games and virtual wotlds, but youth approach this.

practice in extraordinarily varied ways. Some teens purposefully con-
steuct their avatars in ways that they feel reflect their physical bodies;
other teens choose characters based on skills or aesthetics. For some
teens, being “in world” is discrete from their school environment,

whereas others game with classmates. It may seem that the role-

playing elements of these environments imply a significant scparation .

between the virtual and the real; however, these often get blurred in

fantasy game worlds as well.”

Alongside the identity work done within common social media
sites and wildly popular gaming services, a subculture has emerged in -
which participants outright eschew recognizable identity altogether -
by proclaiming the virtues of anonymity. Nowhere is this more visible |
than in the community of individuals who participate in and contrib-
ute to the image-based bulletin board site 4chan. 4chan was initially -
created in 2003 by a fifteen-year-old named Chris Poole, known as -

“moot,” so that he could share pornography and anime with other
teens.” Often referred to as the underbelly of the internet, 4chan is an
active source of internet cultural production as well as malicious
prankster activity. It is the birthplace of popular memes such as lol-
cats: often entertaining, widely distributed pictures of cats portrayed
with text captions written in Impact font using an internet dialect

identity

. referred to as lolspeak.”” 4chan is alse where Anonymous—ithe “hacle-
- tivist” group mostly known for a series of well-publicized policical
“actions—originated * Although it’s impossible to know much abous
 the site’s contributors, the content typically shared on the site reflects

“tastes and humor usually associated with teenage boys.

The reason it’s hard to get a handle on who participates on 4chan is
that most of the content produced on the site is shared anonymously.
As | met teen boys who contributed to 4chan, I found that many of
them relished the anonymous norms of the site. They felt that ano-
nymity gave them a sense of freedom they didn't feel they could have
on sites for which constructing an identity—pseudonymous or “real™—

as more typical. Some admitred to using this freedom in problemaric
ot destructive ways—recounting acts of ganging up on girls whom
they deemed annoying or using a combination of wits and trickery to
manipulate Facebook administrators into providing data. But more
often than not, teens talked about wanting to have a space where they
weren't constantly scrutinized by adults and peers. By becoming anon-
ymous and being an invisible part of a crowd, these teens knew thar

hey weren't building a reputation within the site. Yet even when they
weren't being personally recognized, many relished seeing their posts
get traction and attention within the site; this made them feel part of
the communiry. Furthermore, extensive use of in-group language and
shared references made it easy to identify other members of 4chan,
thereby enabling another mechanism of status and community.”

s teens have embraced a plethora of social environments and helped
co-create the norms thar underpin them, a wide range of practices has
ernerged. Teens have grown sophisticated with how they manage con-

xts and present themselves in order to be read by their intended aud:-
ence. They don't always succeed, but their efforts are phenomenal.

Crafting a Frofile, Creating an ldentity Performance
Chris was ecstatic when his sixteen-year-old daughter invited

iin to be her friend on MySpace during the height of the MySpace

ze. He had decided not to require that she befriend him on social
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network sites, so he saw her invitation as a signal of rrustand love. He
immediately accepted the friend request and logged in to look at her
private profile. His heart sank. About halfway down the page, therc
was a panel with a question, “What Drug Are You?” followed by a
picture of a white substance on a mirror with a rolled-up dollar bill;
the text below said, “Cocaine.” Trying not to panic, he approached
his daughter quizzically. She responded with laughter, followed by a
drawn-out, “Daaaaad.” She explained that what he’d seen was a quiz.
Quizzes were all the rage in her school, and this one was currently
making its rounds. She explaihed that whenever there were quizzes,
you could easily guess where the quiz was going and answer so thar
you could get the result you wanted. This did nor give Chris any
sense of relief, but he reserved judgment and hesitantly asked why she
wanted to get cocaine as the result. She proceeded to explain that the
kids who smoked marijuana at school were “lame,” while those who
took mushrooms were “crazy.” And then she explained, “But your
generation did a lot of cocaine and you came out OK!” Chris burst
out laughing, humored by how she perceived him and his peers. He
had grown up in a rural white Midwestern community where alcohol
and teen pregnancy dominated. Indeed, Chris was only sixteen years
older than his daughter. After high school, he had gotten involved in

Cocaine was not part of his youth ar all. Chris then grew serious and
asked if she was interested in cocaine; he felt relieved by her exasper-
ated rejection of this idea, and they proceeded to have a long conver-
sation about how an onlooker could easily take what seemed like a

funny quiz out of context.

is funny or intended to give a particular impression to a narrow audi

simply a misinterpretation of a particular act of self-presentation
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the music scene, but being a single father left lictle room for partying,. '

Many teens post information on social media thar they think

ence without considering how this same content might be read out of ;
context. Much of what seems like inaccurate identity information is .

This issue was particularly noticeable in eatly social media genres in
which explicit identicy information was required for participation.

Consider, for example, MySpace, which required a user to provide
age, sex, location, and other fields tw create a profile.

- When I stumbled on Allie’s MySpace profile, I learned from the
-demographic section that she is ninety-five years old, from Christmas

-"I_'sﬁand, and makes $250,000+ per year. While it is possible that she is

nearly a centenarian and logging onto MySpace from a remote, sparsely
populated island in the Indian Ocean while running her highly profie
able company, this scems unlikely. A quick glance at the rest of Allie’s
rofile reveals other information that suggests thac she is more likely 1o

-:bf':-g( teenage girl attending high school in New Jersey. Her photo album
ncludes self-portraits, photographs of Allie with friends, and images of
eens goofing around. The majority of her friends indicate that they’re

rom New Jersey, and the high school she lists on her profile is also

ocated in that state. The comments on her profile included messages

bout homework and parents. I don’t know Allie, but I doubt that she
trying to deceive me with demographic outliers.

I met many teens who fabricated answers like name, location, age,
nd income to profile questions. They thought it was amusing to

ndicate their relationship status on Facebook as “It’s Complicated”

hether they were in a relationship or not. A casual viewer scanning
acebook might conclude that an extraordinary number of teens are

me-sex relarionships because so many have chosen to list cheir

best friend as the person that they are “In a Relationship” with. In the
ame vein, Facebook profiles suggest that the US census data must be
curate because, at least on Facebook, teens often have dozens of

blings; of course, a litcle bit of prying males it clear that chese, oo,

re close friends. These are but a few of the playful ways in which
ns responded to social media sites’ requests for information by
toviding inaccurate information that actually contains meaningful
nals abour friendship and sociality.

W_hen I talked with reens, I learned thar there were also numerous
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income was “$250,000+.” Choosing a birth year that made the age
field depict “69” was also a common, if unsurprising, trend among
teenage boys.*® Searching for social media users in Afghanistan or
Zimbabwe offers an additional window into teen life, as many teens
select the top or bottom choice in the pull-down menu when they
indicate their location. Facebook expected users to provide “real
names,” but many teens I met offered up only their first name, prefer-
ring to select a last name of a celebrity, fictional character, or friend.
These were but a few of the ways that reens provided what appeared to
be fictitious informacion on their profiles. These practices. allowed
chem to feel control over their profiles, particularly given how often
they told me thar it was ridiculous for sites to demand this information.

One way of reading teens profiles is to assume that they are lying,
But marking oneselfas rich or from a foreign land is not about decep-
tion; it’s a simple way to provide entertaining signals to friends while
ignoring a site’s expectations.” Most teens aren’t enacting an imag-
ined identity in a virtual world. Instead, they're simply refusing
play by the rules of self-presentation as defined by these sites.”* They
see no reason to provide accurate information, in part because they
know that most people who are reading whar they post already kknow

who they are. As Dominic, a white sixteen-year-old from Seartle, rald -

me, he doesn’t have to provide accurate information “because all my
[social media] friends are actually my friends; they’ll know if I'm jol-
ing around or not.” Awareness of the social context helps shape what
teens share and don’t share. Many teens treat social media requests
for information as a recommendation, not ‘a requirement, because
they view these sites purely as platforms for interacting with class-
mates and other people they know from other settings.

Why teens share what they do is neither arbitrary nor dictated by
the social media sites where they hang out—nor by the norms that
govern adults’ use of those same sites. The youth-oriented social con-
text in which teens share matters. Teens don't see social media as a
virtual space in which they must choose to be themselves or create an
alternate ego. They see social media as 2 place to gather with friends
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“while balancing privacy and safery with humor and image. When Los

ngeles—based Chicano fifteen-year-old Mickey says, “It’s not that |
lie on [MySpace], but I don’t put my real informarion,” he’s highlighe-
ing that his choice to provide false data allows him w0 control the
social situation. He doesn’t want to be easily searchable by his parents
or teachers, nor does he want w be found by “creeps” who might be
browsing the site looking for vulnerable teenagers. He wants to be in
a'space with friends, and so he provides just enough information that
his friends can find him without increasing his visibility to adults.
‘Teens fabricate information because it’s funny, because they believe
h_at the site has no reason to ask, or because they believe that doing
sowill limit their visibility to people they don’t want to find them. In
ng so, they are seeking to control the networked social context.
When teens create profiles through social media, they are simulca-
ously navigating extraordinarily public environments and more
timate friendship spaces. Media scholars Paul Hodkinson and Sién
Lincoln argue that constructing these profiles can be understood
rough the lens of “bedroom culture.™ Just as many middle-class
teens use different media artifacts—including photographs, posters,
11d tchotchkes—to personalize their bedrooms, teens often decorate
eir online self-presentations using a variety of media. Likewise,
ens use their bedrooms to create a space for hanging our with
l'ehds and they turn to social media to do the same online. Yer
because of the properties of social media, creating boundaries around
cse online spaces is far more difficult, Although teens complain
bout the impossibility of keeping siblings and parents out of their
oms, achieving privacy in social media is even harder. This, in

1y challenges teens’ ability to meaningfully portray the nuances of

hothey are to different and conflicting audiences.

mpression Management in a Networked Setting
;Il':T}I?E’ Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, sociologist Erving
offman describes the social rituals involved in self-presentation as

. ; . .
ession management.” He argues that the impressions we make
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on others are a product of what is given and what is given off.
In other words, what we convey to others is a maiter of what we
choose to share in order to make a good impression and also what we
unintentionally reveal as a byproduct of who we are and how we react
1o others. The norms, cultural dynamics, and institutions where
giving and giving off happen help define the broader context of
how these performances are understood. When interpreting others
self-presentations, we rcad the explicit content that is conveyed in
light of the implicit information that is given off and the context in
which everything rakes place. The tension between the explicit and
implicit signals allows us to obtain much ticher information about
individuals’ attempts to shape how they're perceived. Of course, our
reactions to their attempts to impress us enable them to adjust what
they give in an attempt to convey what they think is best.

Based on their understanding of the social situation—including
the context and the audience —people make decisions about what to
share in order to act appropriately for the situation and to be per-
ceived in the best light. When young people are trying to get a sensc
of the context in which they’re operating, they’re doing so in order to
navigate the social situation in front of them. They may want to be
seen as cool among their peers, even if adulcs would deem: their behav-
ior inappropriate.* Teens may be trying to determine if someone
they're attracted to is interested in them without embarrassing them-
selves. Or they may wish to be viewed as confident and happy, even
when they’re facing serious depression or anxiety. Whatever they're
trying to convey, they must first get a grasp of the situation and the
boundaries of the context. When contexts collapse or when informa-

rion is taken out of context, teens can fail to make their intended

impressiorn.

Self-presentations are never constructed in a void. Goffman writes at

length about the role individuals play in shaping their sel{-presentations,

but he also highlights ways in which individuals are part of broader

collectives that convey impressions about the whole group. In discuss-
ing the importance of “teams” for impression management, he points
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out that people work together to shape impressions, often relying on

shared familiarity ro help define any given situation in a mutuaily

agreeable manner. He also argues that, “any member of the weam has

the power to give the show away or to disrupt it by inappropriate con-

duct.”™ When teens create profiles online, they’re both individuals and

-part of a collective. Their selfrepresentation is constructed through

“what they explicitly provide, through whar their friends share, and as -

aproduct of how other people respond to them. When Alice’s friend

“Bob comments on her profile, he’s affecting her self-presentation. Even

che photo that Bob chooses as his primary photo affects Alice because

it'might be shown on Alice’s profile when he leaves a comment*

Impression management online and off is not just an individual acr;

it's a social process.

Part of what makes impression management in a networked set-

ting so tricky is that the contexts in which teens are operating are also

etworked. Contexts don't just collapse accidentally; they collapse

because individuals have a different sense of where the boundaries

vist and how their decisions affect others. In North Carclina, 1

riefly chatted with a black high school senior who was gunaing for

‘soccer scholarship at a Division One school. When recruiters and

oaches from different schools asked to be his friend on Facebook, he

_ fn_mediatf:[y said yes. He had always treated Facebook like a rédsumé.

sing the site to position himself as a thoughtful, compassionate,

Hl-American young man. But he was often concerned about what his

Atiends posted on Facebook, and for good reason.

A few days later, I was talking casually with Matthew, one of the
occer player’s classmates with whom he was friends on Facebook.

._nlike the all-American athlere persona his classmate had crafted,

Vatthew’s profile was filled with crass comments and humor that

ould easily be misinterpreted. I asked Matchew, a white seventeen-

r-old, about his decision to post these items on his profile with a
articular eye to how they might get misinterpreted if read by a
tranger. Matthew told me thar he wasnt friends with anyone who

] -
idn’t know him and wouldn’s understand that he was joking around.
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1 pointed out that his privacy settings meant that his profile could be
viewed by friends-of-friends. When he didn’t get my poing, I showed
him that his classmate had chosen to connect with many coaches and
other representatives from schools to which he had applied for admis-
sion. Matthew’s stunned responsc was simple: “But why would he do
thar?” Matthew and his classmate had very different ideas of how to
use Facebook and who their imagined audiences might be, but their
online presence was interconnected because of the technical affor-
dances of Facebook. They were each affecting the other’s atcempts at
self-presentation, and their sharing and friending norms created
unexpected conflicts.

Even when teens have a2 coherent sense of what they deem to be
appropriate in a particular setting, their friends and peers do not nec-
essarily share their sense of decorum and norms. Resolving the net-
worked nature of social contexts is complicated. The “solution” that is
most frequently offered is that people should not try to engage in
context-dependent impression management. Indeed, Mark Zucker-
berg, the founder of Facebook, is quoted as baving said, “Having two
idenrities for yourself is an example of a lack of integrity.™ Teens who
try to manage context collapses by segregating information often suf-
fer when that information crosses boundaries. This is particularly true
when teens, like the young man from Los Angeles at the beginning of
this chapter, are forced to contend with radically difterent social con-
texts that are not mutually resolvable. What makes this especially
tricky for teens is that people who hold power over them often believe
that they have the right to look, judge, and share, even when their
interpretations may be constructed wholly out of context.

In 2010, the American Civil Liberties Union received a complaint
from a student at a small, rural high school that sheds light on this
issue. At a school assembly, in order to set an example, a campus
police officer had shown a photo of one of the students holding a
beer.* The picture was not on that girl’s Facebook profile; it was
posted by a friend of hers and tagged. The purpose of the assembly
was to teach teenagers about privacy, but the students were outraged.
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Because of the police officer’s attempt to shame students into
behaving by adult standards, the studenc exposed with a beer
feared that she would not receive a local scholarship or might face
other serious consequences. To complicate matters, she had not cho-
sen to present herself in chat light; her friend had done this for her, Tn
choosing to upload and tag this photo, her friend undermined the
self-image that the girl wished to present. Some may argue that this
girl was at fault for being at 2 parry holding a beer in the first place.
She may indeed have been drinking the beer—72 percent of students
in high school report having had alcohol at [east once—but she miay
also just have been holding the beer for a friend or simply trying to fit
in by appearing to drink * This gitl certainly did not think that her

“decision to attend that party would result in such public shaming,

nor is it clear that the punishmenr fits the crime. In situations like
this, teens are blamed for not thinking while adults assert the right

o define the context in which young people interacr. They take con-
‘tent out of context to interpret it through the lens of adults’ values

and feel as though they have the right to shame youth because thar

content was available in the first place. In doing so, they ignore

eens’ privacy while undermining their strugples o manage their
entity.

« One might reasonably argue that the girf holding the beer was

ucky not to have been arrested, since alcohol consumption by minors

s illegal. Yet it is important to note that the same shaming tacrics

hat adults use to pressure teens to conform to adult standards are
so used by both teens and adults w ostracize and punish youth
hose identities, values, or experiences are not widely accepted. 1 mer

plenty of teens who wanted to keep secrets from their parents or

cachers, but the teens who struggled the most with the challenges of

llapsed contexts were those who were trying to make sense of their

sexual identity or who otherwise saw themselves as outcasts in their

ommunity. Some, like Hunter—the boy from DC who was trying

0 navigate his “ghetto” family alongside his educadionally minded

friends——were simply frustrated and annoved. Others, like teen girls
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who are the subject of “slut shaming” were significantly embarrassed
and emotionally distraught after photos taken in the context of an
intimate relationship were widely shared to shame them by using
their sexuality as a weapon. Still others, like the lesbian, gay, bisexual,
and transgender (LGBT) teens [ met from religious and conservative
backgrounds, were outright scared of what would happen if the con-
texts in which they were trying to operate collapsed.

In fowa, I ended up casually chatting with a teen girl who was
working through her sexuality. She had found a community of other
queer gicls in a chatroom, and even though she believed that some of

them weren’t who they said they were, she found their anonymous

advice to be helpful. They gave her pointers to useful websites abour -

coming out, offered stories from their own experiences, and gave
her the number of an LGBT-oriented hotline if she ran into any dif-
ficulty coming out to her conservative parents., Although she relished

the support and validation these strangers gave her, she wasn't ready

to come out yet, and she was petrified that her parents might come

across her online chats. She was also concerned that some of her

friends from school might find out and tell her parents. She had

learned that her computer recorded her browser history in middle

school when her parents had used her digital traces to punish her for -

visiting inappropriate sites. Thus, she carefully erased her history
after each visit to the chatroom, She didn’t understand how Face-

book seemed to follow her around the web, but she was afraid thaz
somehow the company would find out and post the sites she visited |

to her Facebook page. In an attempt to deal with this, she used Inter-
net Explorer to visit the chatroom or anything that was LGB T-related

while turning to the Chrome browser for maintaining her straight, -
school-friendly persona. Buc still, she was afraid that she’d mess up

and collapse her different social contexts, accidentally coming out
before she was ready. She wanted to maintain discrete contexts bur
found it extraordinarily difficult to do so. This tension comes up over
and ‘over again, parricularly with youth who are struggling to make
sense of who they are and how they fit into the broader world >
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“they are. In short, theyre navigating one heck of a cultural labyrinth.

As teens struggle to make sense of different social contexts and

present themselves appropriately, one thing becomes clear: the inter
net has not evolved into an idyllic zone in which people are free from
the limitations of the embodied world. Teens are struggling 1o make
sense of who they are and how they fit into society in an environment

in which contexts are networked and collapsed, audiences are invisi-

ble, and anything they say or do can easily be raken our of contexr.

"They are grappling with battles that adults face, but they are doing so

-while under constant surveillance and without a firm grasp of who
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