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Abstract 

Social media use among teenage girls has become pervasive in the last decade ( . Girls are 

using platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat to connect with their peer group, experiment 

with self-expression, and observe and be observed by others. Social media provides an 

environment for the girls to explore their own identities through self-presentation and self-

disclosure in a public arena. These platforms contain built in functionality, providing girls 

with instant feedback on their posts and engagement online; the functionality of likes, 

followers, and comments act as a value system to potentially measure success online. The 

dominant current literature on social media and teenage girls has taken a primarily 

quantitative approach, focused upon Erikson’s identity theory,Goffman’s impression 

management theory and Festinger’s social comparison theory. There is a need to add to the 

existing literature and expand understanding by exploring not only girls’ actions online, but 

additionally, through the girls’ lived experiences, the role the platforms themselves play and 

the nexus of power that exists in this environment that consumes much of teenage girls’ daily 

leisure time. This qualitative study sought to explore how teenage girls self-present and self-

disclose on social media, in order to understand dominant discourses and the role they can 

play in normalising girls’ subject positionings. A social constructionist epistemology was 

adopted, informed by the works of Michel Foucault and aligned with the gender performance 

literature of Judith Butler Semi-structured interviews were undertaken with 24 teenage girls 

aged between 13-17 years. The interview data was analysed using a Foucauldian informed 

thematic discourse analysis , from which the data shows girls presenting a sense of self that 

was both restrained and controlled, conveying a narrow subject positioning of this cohort of 

girls, heavily embedded in and influenced by dominant discourses of idealised beauty 

standards, dissatisfaction of the self, and conformity. The girls conveyed actions of extensive 

labouring on their self-presentation online, with content being carefully crafted and curated, 

in order to maximise likes and followers and reduce the risk of judgement. The girls were 

under constant surveillance of the self and others, constructing a subject positioning that was 

self-regulated, constrained, and self-critical. While identity experimentation was not evident 

within the cohort’s self-presentation online, internal conflict was, with the struggle of 

wanting to be successful online, while at the same time experiencing a perception of ‘not 

winning’, judging themselves as inadequate and falling short of expectation. The girls’ 

language constructed a cycle of aspiration, dissatisfaction, and self-improvement. Neoliberal 

capitalist ideology propagated a focus on the individual to solve the problem of 
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dissatisfaction, with the platforms offering up self-improvement solutions for the girls. An 

Institutional to Individual model is presented in light of the data, illustrating how the sphere 

of institutional power, cultural ideology, dominant discourses and the systems, drive a focus 

on individual responsibility, constructing a circular process for the girls of aspiration, 

dissatisfaction, and self-improvement.  The key outcomes of the model were a cycle of 

discontentment where the girls perceived themselves as not successful enough, apportioning 

self-blame and becoming self-critical, concluding they needed to work harder. This fear and 

risk management generated a strong need to conform which in turn limited the space for 

diversity and broader inclusion online. The thesis ends with a consideration of applications of 

the findings that go beyond a discussion of individualising and neoliberal approaches to 

change. These primarily focus on consciousness raising through education and knowledge 

building with parents, educators and those working with young people such as psychologists.  

 Keywords: Social media, Discourse, Teenage Girls, Self-presentation, Identity 

Development.  
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Chapter 1  Introduction 

Social media have grown in popularity over the last decade, becoming an integral part of 

teenage girls’ daily practice (Weinstein, 2018). Social media at a simple level has been 

described as online environments, platforms that allow and facilitate the sharing of 

information and content among people and communities (Boyd & Ellison, 2010). 

Engagement on social media starts with the construction of a public profile where individuals 

utilise the tools to connect and share content and build virtual relationships and communities 

(Boyd & Ellison, 2010). These platforms have become socially vital for teenage girls 

providing an ecosystem for dynamic peer communications, a space to connect, building 

relationship, plan social gatherings and construct and affirm their identities (Metcalfe & 

Llewellyn, 2020; Ringrose et al., 2013). Social media provide a channel for girls to present 

themselves online and engage in online self-disclosure, self-presentation, and social 

monitoring, which involves revealing and communicating information about themselves to 

their peers and followers (Shapiro & Margolin, 2014; Swirsky et al., 2021). 

While these technologies are rapidly changing, the fundamental psychological tasks of 

adolescent development have been positioned in research and theory as remaining more or 

less constant, involving the formation of identity and sense of self that occurs through peer 

group interactions, juggling conformity, and expressing independence (Chua & Chang, 2016; 

Erikson, 1968; Jong & Drummond, 2016; Pempek et al., 2009; Schwartz, 2001; Swirsky et 

al., 2021; Tzavela & Mavromati, 2013). Erikson viewed the practice of self-presentation and 

self-disclosure, particularly among peers, to be an important component of identity 

development and exploration of the self in adolescence (Erikson, 1968; Jarman et al., 2021; 

Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008). Social media provide environments for teenagers to 

participate in dynamic self-experimentation and peer interaction that differs from and is 

perhaps more complex than that experienced by previous generations (Buckingham, 2008; 

Jarman et al., 2021; Kennedy & Lynch, 2016). 

A review of the literature globally suggests that use of social media and their effects on 

teenage girls are complex, with teenage girls engaging in dynamic self-disclosure, self-

presentation, and peer comparison online (Kennedy, 2020; Lenhart, 2015; Metcalfe & 

Llewellyn, 2020; Nesi et al., 2018b). Research into this behaviour presents conflicting 

outcomes for teenage girls, highlighting a limited understanding of the ways they are 

navigating this constantly changing landscape. The current literature relies heavily on three 
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main theories: Erikson’s theory on identity and identity development (Erikson, 1968), 

Goffman’s theory of impression management (Goffman, 1959), and Festinger’s theory of 

social comparison (Festinger, 1954). A reliance on these traditional theories tends to present 

an individualised view of girls’ behaviours ignoring the social, political, and cultural 

structures that also play a role. The current literature grounded in these three main theories 

takes a primarily positivist view of how girls are engaging with social media; this allows for 

limited exploration of the nuanced influences of gender, power, and other social constructs 

that control and benefit from social media platforms. The research reported in this thesis 

takes a markedly different perspective, drawing on social constructionist theoretical 

approaches to better understand the complex dynamics influencing girls’ experiences and 

identity exploration on social media. 

1.1. Standpoint of the Present Study. 

This research fills a gap in the current literature by adopting a social constructionist 

epistemological foundation and a discourse analysis approach. The result informs a broader 

understanding of how teenage girls provide an account of how they engage with social media 

platforms and the potential impact of social media on teenage girls’ lives. The cohort of girls 

involved in the research had a degree of specificity that reflected a primarily white, educated, 

and affluent background, indicating an urban middle to upper middle-class socio-economic 

categorisation. Throughout the thesis the term ‘girls’ is used, and the degree of specificity 

should be acknowledged early on, understanding that the research and theory was applied to 

this cohort of girls. The objective was to study the language the girls utilise to construct a 

version of events, a narrative of their socio-cultural environment that constructs their reality, 

which in turn influences and creates an environment that has power to influence their own 

behaviours and ideals. The research is grounded in a social constructionist epistemology and 

was informed by a Foucauldian discourse lens, which aimed to provide a more balanced and 

socially constructed approach to girls and theories of self-presentation online. The research 

acknowledges that the way we perceive and view the world is shaped by our knowledge, our 

history, culture, and language, which influence our perceptions and understandings (Willig, 

2013). 

Taking a Foucauldian informed discourse approach to the research enables a deeper 

understanding of the girls’ self-presentation on social media and further develops the 

knowledge of the power structures that they are operating within and that influence the girls’ 

subject positioning and their actions. In this approach, discourses not only construct specific 
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versions of the world in which we exist, but they also have an impact on subjectivities and 

actions, having the power to shape how we can think, feel, and behave (Reynolds & 

Wetherell, 2003). The research is particularly interested in how the girls’ language constructs 

a version of truth, wherein language has the power to influence and describe social structures 

that although always changing over time can create inequity. The research is interested in 

exploring the value systems that exist online, how the girls engage with these value systems 

and the specific interests being served. A Foucauldian lens enables critical analysis for 

research question development by focusing on how the girls are interacting with the social 

media tools themselves. The focus is upon exploring not only the described actions and 

behaviours of teenage girls online, but also critiquing the role of the platforms and other key 

players, such as prominent online individuals and brands, in positioning and influencing the 

girls’ choices and actions online. 

Butler’s performance theory (Butler, 1997, 2004, 2009) was used to provide a framework 

for exploring online self-presentation and to understand the balance between presentation of 

the self and the level of performance occurring on social media. The research is particularly 

interested in the intersection between language and action, delving into the discourses that 

influence girls’ behaviours. The research teases out the dominant discourses from the data 

and illuminates the role power plays in normalising certain discourses, such as the constructs 

of beauty, conformity, and popularity online, and how these influence the girls’ self-

presentations, senses of self, and their own online activities. 

1.2. The Rise of Social Media: A Constantly Changing Technology 

Before exploring current literature on teenage girls’ use of social media it is appropriate to 

understand the technologies they are using and how both the technological features and 

research approaches have evolved over recent years. In less than a generation, we have seen a 

rapid transformation of social media that has been technology led (Buckingham, 2013; 

Mahoney, 2020). Initially social media started as a form of direct electronic information 

exchange in primarily text form, transitioning rapidly into virtual gathering places for 

likeminded groups of people (Cooper, 2020; Leaver et al., 2020). As the technologies have 

developed in capability and functionality, businesses have leveraged economic opportunities, 

evident in social media extending to be retail platforms and vital marketing tools (Leaver et 

al., 2020). 
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1.2.1. Social Media Platforms are Big Business 

The current literature on girls’ social media usage often fails to acknowledge that the 

social media platforms are in fact products of large businesses that have a high economic 

value. On the surface, social media platforms appear extremely simple with basic 

functionality designed for people to post images and comments within their social groups. 

These tools appear to be for individuals, organisations, and brands to express themselves 

visually and share ideas and information with likeminded people (Metcalfe & Llewellyn, 

2020). At their most simple level the tools enable the functionality of connecting and sharing. 

This is what founder of Facebook, Mark Zuckerberg, promotes as the purpose of Facebook, 

with Facebook’s mission being said to be to “build community and bring the world closer 

together” (Zuckerberg, 2021) 

At their core, social media platforms allow users to sign up for free, create a profile, 

connect with people, and share pictures, music, video, and articles with each other. However, 

understanding the value and ownership structure of these platforms provides some context for 

the power and influence of the platforms on users. Facebook, founded in 2004 by Mark 

Zuckerberg, was listed on the New York stock exchange in 2012, and is now a publicly listed 

company that has a market cap of over $500 billion (US dollars). Instagram was a private 

organisation developed by three cofounders in 2010 and later acquired by Facebook in 2012 

for $1 billion (US dollars). Facebook has also attempted to acquire Snapchat over the years, 

but it is still primarily (95%) owned by the three founding partners and has been valued at 

between $10–20 billion. The other key player, TikTok, is owned by a Chinese private 

organisation and has been valued at around $75 billion (Huang, 2022). These applications 

that are free to sign up to and are remarkably simple in concept are, in essence, big businesses 

generating billions of dollars of revenue and return on investment every year for shareholders 

and owners. This is relevant in so far as it highlights that these tools are not completely free: 

users have choices and freedoms to self-present and post; however, there is a transactional 

nature to these platforms, making them big businesses where users are paying in terms of 

supplying their behaviour patterns in the form of data and direct revenue via consumer 

engagement and spending (Leaver et al., 2020). 

1.2.2. The Underlying Complexity of the System Design 

As mentioned, on the surface the tools may appear simple with basic functionality of 

posting and shared images. However, there is a persuasive element of the tools that can be 

hidden and is not often obvious to the users (Mahoney, 2020). The technology that supports 
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these tools includes complex algorithms that streamline and organise how each user’s content 

is presented and what they see in their feed each time. The content on every user’s feed is 

dynamic, determined by an algorithm that uses three ranking signals: relationship (users are 

more likely to see posts from an account that they have previously engaged with), interests 

(users are more likely to see posts of the same type as those that they have interacted with 

before; e.g., posts tagged as “fitness” or “surfing”) and timeliness (more recent posts appear 

at the top of users’ feeds) (Mahoney, 2020). On the surface users may believe the algorithms 

are for their own benefit, ensuring that their feed is full of images and products that interest 

them based on their past behaviour patterns (Mahoney, 2020). However, algorithms are 

designed not simply to facilitate a better user experience via a display of content they find 

appealing, but more importantly are designed to encourage and influence consumer spending 

and purchasing (Elias & Gill, 2018; Leaver et al., 2020; Mahoney, 2020). 

The complexity of these algorithms’ factors into their formulas data points capturing many 

aspects of a user’s behaviour, such as measurements of their engagement with online content: 

ranging from time paused on an image, hovering on content, through to clicking, commenting 

and even purchasing activity (Cooper, 2020; Leaver et al., 2020). Additionally, online 

attributes such as hashtags play a surprisingly large role on both Instagram and TikTok. 

Hashtags help functionally organise content that users see on these platforms, and they also 

signal to the platforms and other users your interests and attributes; these are in essence 

another tool to help categorise and determine your content and your profiling (Cooper, 2020). 

Social media platforms are designed to help tailor your own bespoke social media feed: a 

feed that is unique to you based on your past interactions, overlaid with predictive 

behavioural analytics designed to keep you active on the platforms longer, exposing you to 

targeted product selection and ultimately entice you to make consumer purchases (Mahoney, 

2020). 

Examining social media use by focusing on individual actions, as taken by much of the 

current literature, overlooks the social context experienced by teenaged girls and their 

experiences of the platforms. In particular, this approach fails to consider the power 

structures and their consumer nature, whereby large corporations and brands are motivated to 

encourage purchases with the objective of maximising shareholder value. The power and 

functioning of these organisations play a significant role in controlling and constructing what 

individual social media feeds look like for teenage girls (Mahoney, 2020). Therefore, teenage 
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girls’ online behaviour and language needs to be understood not only at the individual level; 

the contextual level, taking power and influence into consideration also needs to be explored. 

1.2.3. Evolving Approach to Social Media Research 

Technology is ever changing at a rapid pace making it both challenging and essential for 

the research literature to keep up. In the short time since starting this thesis in 2018 and 

gathering data in 2019–20 technologies have continued to develop and change. For instance, 

the use of TikTok was not as dominant and popular with the participants interviewed in this 

study in 2020 as it is now in 2022. That is not to say the usage patterns have changed 

significantly, but the dominant platform of choice is not static, and no doubt there will be a 

new player to challenge the likes of Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok soon. To understand 

the fast pace of the research it is relevant to understand how the technologies and the research 

examining them have evolved. The literature on social media cuts across many disciplines, 

including but not limited to media and communication, technology studies, education, 

information science, and psychology. Each discipline has its own area of interest and 

particular focus; however, while this thesis is grounded primarily in the field of psychology, 

with a focus on identity development and self-presentation , much literature was referenced 

outside psychology, and particularly within media and communication disciplines. 

Early literature on the impact of the internet focused on the online activities of people in 

anonymous environments, such as chat rooms, bulletin boards and gaming sites (e.g., multi-

user dungeons). The literature suggested that individuals would “play act” at being someone 

else in these anonymous environments, often creating completely different identities and even 

adopting different genders (Turkle, 2011; Zhao et al., 2008). The focus was on investigating 

the distinctions between online and offline experiences and observing self-presentation and 

expression of identity as being distinctly different online to offline. Over the last 10 to 15 

years, technologies and tools for self-expression online have evolved and internet activity has 

shifted from anonymous exchanges, primarily with strangers, to identified communication on 

social media, mainly with individuals that users know offline. The literature has thus shifted 

from investigating the difference between online and offline behaviours and personalities to 

studying how the social discourses people use to express their identity are more or less 

consistent both online and offline (Malvini Redden & Way, 2017). 

While teenagers may currently experiment with identity and self-presentation in both 

spaces, they may not distinguish between online and offline; rather they may view their 

online personae as extensions of their personalities, selves, and their face-to-face behaviours 
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(Kennedy & Lynch, 2016; Malvini Redden & Way, 2017). The research literature five to ten 

years ago suggested that teenagers openly self-disclosed online, exploring identity rather than 

undertaking experimental activity and trying out multiple identities (Huffaker & Calvert, 

2005; Schmitt et al., 2008; Valkenburg & Peter, 2008). This view of open disclosure and 

experimentation has been narrowed more recently. The literature is now moving away from 

identity exploration towards evidence supporting a degree of constraint online, where 

adhering to social norms appears to be influencing teenagers’ self-presentation online (Chua 

& Chang, 2016; Metcalfe & Llewellyn, 2020; Zillich & Riesmeyer, 2021). 

A recent two-part theoretical study suggests that there are four key social media 

behaviours that are relevant when exploring adolescent social media usage (Nesi et al., 

2018a). These are self-presentation, self-disclosure, lurking, and social monitoring, which are 

often positioned in the literature as behaviours of constrained self-control lacking in identity 

experimentation (Frison & Eggermont, 2017; Nesi et al., 2018a; Swirsky et al., 2021; Yau & 

Reich, 2019). The action of self-presentation and self-disclosure is positioned as an active 

behaviour, such as the curation of data content and the manipulation of image presentation 

(Chua & Chang, 2016; Nesi et al., 2018a; Swirsky et al., 2021). Whereas lurking, defined as 

randomly scrolling or browsing your social media account without purpose, is a passive 

behaviour (Nesi et al., 2018a; Underwood & Ehrenreich, 2017), as is social monitoring, 

defined as non-interactive browsing with a goal of monitoring or specifically observing 

someone you know online in a non-interactive manner; for example, checking a friend’s 

location or if they were socialising without you (Nesi et al., 2018a; Swirsky et al., 2021; 

Underwood & Ehrenreich, 2017). 

This brief exploration of the evolution of social media literature argues that technology 

advancements appear to influence, or at the very least coincide with, a social shift in the 

usage of the tools and a shift in teenage behaviours, and this is reflected in a shift in research 

approaches. Current literature positions adolescent and particularly girls’ activity online as 

less experimental and more constructed and constrained (Nesi et al., 2018a). Yau and Reich’s 

(2019) qualitative study of 12–18 year olds (n = 51) found that peer approval influenced 

posting patterns, suggesting that girls purposefully post content with the aim of conforming to 

certain norms of appearing interesting, well liked and attractive. Likewise, Zillich et al.’s 

(2021) qualitative study of 14–19-year-olds (n = 27) found that teenagers are self-presenting 

in a performative nature, whereby they are adhering to social norms while at the same time 

balancing their own sense of self and a desire for peer acceptance. The literature over the last 
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five years highlights the importance of social norms and the increase in constraint rather than 

of freedom and self-exploration online, suggesting perhaps a social change is occurring in 

tandem with vast technological changes. 

 

1.2.4. Changing Technologies Linked to Social Change: The Rise of the Selfie Generation 

The social media digital and consumer environment is very different from that of previous 

generations. The rise of social media and other commercial media, such as reality television, 

has resulted in a reality culture in which self-promotion and self-advertising are central 

(Buckingham, 2008, 2013). This influence of consumer and celebrity culture on teenage 

discourse may play a significant role in self-identification, whereby self-surveillance and self-

critique play a role in the development of sense of self (Buckingham, 2013; Butkowski et al., 

2020; Kennedy, 2020). The change in technology and media consumption coincides with an 

increase in public displays of self and an apparent increased need for self-disclosure 

(Buckingham, 2013; Butkowski et al., 2020). In this constructed online environment, teenage 

girls appear compelled to watch themselves, to be watched by others, and to watch and 

observe others (Buckingham, 2013; Chua & Chang, 2016; Sánchez-Hernández et al., 2021; 

Swirsky et al., 2021). More recently, there also appears to have been a shift away from 

predominately verbal interchange online to a visual and audio exchange online, which has 

been facilitated by technological advancements. Mobile devices now have state of the art 

cameras that are designed to take professional-quality photos and videos. Additionally, the 

nature of social media applications like Snapchat and Instagram provides the tools for image 

capture, manipulation, and display. This has led to a notion of the “female selfie”; that is, 

pictures of the self, which have been described at an individual level as a form of narcissism, 

with concerns being raised around the effects on self-esteem (Butkowski et al., 2020; 

Dobson, 2012; Twenge, 2010). 

A shift in focus to the self and self-presentation appears to coincide with the availability of 

tools and technological features that enable and promote visual display and sharing. 

Incorporating the context of the technological developments themselves can offer insights 

into the ways teenage girls are being guided by the tools available to them, rather than the 

individualistic and blaming assumption in some literature that they are being narcissistic and 

self-focused. Despite such context teenage girls appear to be carefully crafting a tailored 

version of themselves online, whereby their postings appear like artefacts in an exhibition 

space (Chua & Chang, 2016; Gill, 2021; Kanai & Gill, 2020). Recent studies have found that 
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girls seem to be displaying the best versions of themselves, that demonstrate an in-group 

identity and are highly compliant to the norms of their peers and to discourses of beauty, 

femininity, and sexuality (Chua & Chang, 2016; Davis, 2013; Jong & Drummond, 2016; Van 

Ouytsel et al., 2020; Weinstein, 2018; Zillich & Riesmeyer, 2021). 

This section has argued that while social media tools appear positioned as simple 

constructs that bring people together, underlying complexity exerts huge influence. There is a 

gap across social media literature that overlooks the role social media platforms may play in 

shaping, influencing, and reinforcing girls’ usage and self-presentation online. There is a 

need to analytically explore these systems to understand the role social media platforms, and 

perhaps the role of the structure, functionality, and processes of these platforms in 

influencing teenage girls’ posting patterns and how the girls interact with social media tools. 

Due to the absence of literature exploring the role online tools and functionality play, it is 

relevant to explore this aspect of social media usage as part of the scope of this research. A 

social constructionism approach will aim to provide insight into the role the tools play, 

identifying and deepening an understanding of the influence they have in teenage girls’ self-

presentation and identity development online. From a position of understanding, parents and 

regulatory bodies can make more informed decisions about rules and policies concerning 

social media usage and regulation. 

1.3. Current Usage Patterns and Gender Differences 

1.3.1. Prolific Usage Among Teenage Girls 

Australian teenagers are active users of the internet and social media with 90% of 12–17-

year-olds being active online (eSafetyCommissioner, 2018). Australian teens are reported to 

be online daily with an average of 14.4 hours per week, or just over two hours per day 

(eSafetyCommissioner, 2021). Previous research into social media daily usage rates in 

Australia indicates that young females are the most prolific user group with the average 

young woman aged 14–24 years spending at least two hours per day on social media. This is 

a third more time than their male counterparts, and a higher daily rate than any other female 

age group (RoyMorgan, 2018). Recent eSafety research provides greater insight to explain 

these differences, suggesting that while both teen girls and boys are online, there is a gender 

difference in the applications used and activities performed (eSafetyCommissioner, 2021). 

Girls are more likely to be on social media apps such as Instagram, Snapchat, and Facebook, 

while their male counterparts are more likely to be gaming, reading the news, and on gaming-
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related social media applications. The eSafety (2021) data show, across the applications, 

higher rates of social media usage for girls: Instagram (60% girls, 54% boys), Snapchat (51% 

girls, 39% boys) and TikTok (43% girls and 32% boys), with boys having higher usage rates 

on games-related social media applications, such as Discord (11% girls, 27% boys). 

While the literature suggests that girls are heavy users of social media, most of them 

appear to seamlessly transition between online and offline environments to conduct their 

daily activities, such as maintaining and strengthen existing friendships (Malvini Redden & 

Way, 2017). Mirroring traditional forms of communication, girls use social media to stay in 

touch, make plans, build friendships, and participate in self-disclosure (Kennedy & Lynch, 

2016; Lenhart & Madden, 2007; Pempek et al., 2009; Shapiro & Margolin, 2014; 

Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008). 

1.3.2. Gender Differences 

Research into teenage usage, and particularly that of teenage girls, suggests that girls’ 

usage patterns and styles of engaging online are different to those of boys. Girls are 

positioned as highly connected to their peer groups, using social media tools to form and 

maintain connections more frequently than boys (Brandes & Levin, 2014; Lenhart, 2015; 

Twenge & Martin, 2020). 

A quantitative gender survey study of 13–18 year olds (n =  221,096) found that girls spent 

more time on social media discussing relationships with their peer groups and boys spend 

more time on gaming and electronic devices. However, association between heavy usage and 

low psychological wellbeing was generally larger for girls than boys (Twenge & Martin, 

2020). Earlier qualitative studies found similar gendered differences whereby girls used 

personal websites to discuss relationships with their peer groups and to express their 

emotions, while boys used their sites to comment on current issues, meet new people, and 

experiment with identity (Mazur & Kozarian, 2010; Schmitt et al., 2008). Gender research on 

social media usage appears to suggest that girls on social media, such as Facebook, are 

spending time and energy managing and maintaining existing relationships (Brandes & 

Levin, 2014; Jong & Drummond, 2016; Manago et al., 2008; Pempek et al., 2009; Yau & 

Reich, 2017). This has given rise to terms such as “best friend culture” and “constant contact 

generation” (Brandes & Levin, 2014). These findings and current literature suggest that there 

are gender differences in teenage activity online. 
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Teenage girls have been observed to consciously manage online content and self-

presentation, deleting and adding posts based on feedback and responses (Fullwood et al., 

2016; Jong & Drummond, 2016; Malvini Redden & Way, 2017; Manago et al., 2008). A 

qualitative study of 28 teenage girls found that online feedback from others was highly 

desired and central to the construction of the self-online (Jong & Drummond, 2016). Girls 

described having to constantly work at maintaining their online personas, which led some 

girls to express feelings of emptiness, loneliness, and stress associated with conformity online 

(Brandes & Levin, 2014; Jong & Drummond, 2016). Malvini Redden and Way’s (2017) 

qualitative study proposed that girls make significant links between online affirmation and 

their own concepts of self, whereby “likes” online are viewed as reaffirming and providing 

social approval. Literature specifically focused on the media and body image advises that 

teenage girls are strongly influenced by external cues and social feedback relating to self-

presentation online (Fardouly et al., 2018; Tiggemann & Barbato, 2018). The literature thus 

suggests a link between the need to seek affirmation and self-presentation, and how teenage 

girls are exploring self-presentation and sense of self online. 

1.4. Developmental Theory and the Current Literature 

The transitional struggles that today’s teenage girls negotiate are like those of previous 

generations: peer conformity, parental conflict, and a quest for independence (Tzavela & 

Mavromati, 2013). What has changed is the way teenage girls communicate, both in terms of 

language and habits, which have developed with technological advancements, whereby social 

media platforms are the new “corner store” (Tzavela & Mavromati, 2013, p. 415). 

1.4.1. Identity Exploration 

Many of the processes of social media can be argued to facilitate identity exploration for 

teenage girls. The first step is profile creation, which allows for self-experimentation via the 

generation of a profile and self-presentation. The act of constructing a profile not only 

conveys who girls are online but provides the opportunity to develop independence in an 

environment that often has an absence of authority and limited parental control (Mori, 2009; 

Zillich & Riesmeyer, 2021). Social media represent an environment of freedom to negotiate 

identity, to construct intimacy, and to socialise (Livingstone, 2008). Tensions may exist 

between the desire to appear fun, carefree, and interesting while at the same time spending 

hours carefully constructing an online persona. While this persona reflects the user’s offline 

identity, it has been found to be often based around and influenced by the girls’ need for 
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impression management and planning (Malvini Redden & Way, 2017; Metcalfe & Llewellyn, 

2020; Yau & Reich, 2019; Zillich & Riesmeyer, 2021). Impression management is 

referencing Goffman’s identity theory (1959) that suggests individuals present themselves 

based upon the anticipated audience. This theory and its use in current literature will be 

discussed in more detail later in the chapter. However, it is relevant to note that research 

findings propose that girls work at their online image management, juggling to balance the 

incongruities of the online landscape: there is a need to seek online attention and receive 

affirmation while simultaneously and actively avoiding embarrassment and rejection 

(Fullwood et al., 2016; Goodings, 2011; Jong & Drummond, 2016; Malvini Redden & Way, 

2017; Metcalfe & Llewellyn, 2020; Yau & Reich, 2019; Zillich & Riesmeyer, 2021). 

1.4.2. Self-Disclosure 

Central to social media platform content is self-disclosure, especially among teenage girls, 

whereby social media platforms allow for greater frequency of self-disclosure and to wider 

geographical audiences than previous generations have been exposed to (Nesi et al., 2018). 

These increased levels of self-disclosure are accompanied by diverse feedback from multiple 

sources, wanted or unwanted (Cipolletta et al., 2020). It is unclear from the existing literature 

what effect these increased levels of self-disclosure might have on teenage girls, especially in 

terms of identity, self-exploration, and development. Self-disclosure has been positioned as 

an important developmental activity for teenagers, as it provides the opportunity for identity 

exploration (Buhrmester & Prager, 1995; Erikson, 1968). Buhrmester and Prager’s (1995) 

model of self-disclosure suggests that teenagers resolve issues through social input from 

others. According to the model, self-disclosure has a dual purpose for adolescent identity: 

peer feedback helps define the self, and disclosure aids in the development of intimacy with 

its ability to strengthen friendships (Buhrmester & Prager, 1995). As the literature suggests, 

traditional developmental activities for teenagers are being mirrored and reflected online, 

further exploration of the implications of these development activities online warrants further 

exploration (Nesi et al., 2018a). 

Social media profiles and general online interaction provide the ability to disclose more 

information about the teenager than everyday face-to-face interactions can, as the content is 

carefully selected and controlled by the participant and the frequency of interaction is far 

greater than face-to-face (Achterhof et al., 2022; Nesi et al., 2018a). Face-to-face interactions 

tend to involve an immediate response that relies on automatic and learned processes. 
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Conversely, online communication allows for deliberate delayed responses that can be 

planned and structured to achieve specific goals (Birchmeier et al., 2011; Chua & Chang, 

2016; Zillich & Riesmeyer, 2021). When communication is deliberate, the individual can fine 

tune the message, tailoring it to the intended audience and partaking in impression 

management (Achterhof et al., 2022; Kennedy, 2020; Yau & Reich, 2019; Zillich & 

Riesmeyer, 2021). However, the outcome cannot always be controlled, particularly when the 

audience is unknown and potentially large and diverse. 

Understanding who teenage girls view as their intended audiences, and who they are 

aiming to connect with, and influence involves engaging with the meanings and beliefs that 

drive their online activities. While social media allows for deliberate action when posting and 

giving feedback, it perhaps lacks the social cues that are present in face-to-face 

communication (Achterhof et al., 2022; Birchmeier et al., 2011). Further, social cues are 

made difficult to read from an individual’s social media profile, as their home pages and 

content are often not solely of their own making, rather co-created with peers. The content of 

friends’ disclosures on social media pages affects individual profiles and may dilute social 

cues or send mixed or wrong messages to peers (Cipolletta et al., 2020). There is limited 

literature exploring girls’ use and interpretation of social cues on social media, and the beliefs 

and meanings influencing their self-disclosure and self-presentation (Achterhof et al., 2022). 

1.4.3. Erikson and Developmental Theory 

The research literature suggests the way teenage girls are engaging with social media 

influences their identity construction and development (Gill, 2021; Huffaker & Calvert, 2005; 

Jong & Drummond, 2016; Kanai & Gill, 2020; Malvini Redden & Way, 2017; Schmitt et al., 

2008; Zillich & Riesmeyer, 2021). To understand the impact social media has upon identity it 

is relevant to explore the concept of identity, and why the teenage years are suggested to be 

so important in identity development. Erikson’s theory of identity (1968) has been central to 

much of the literature on identity and has been specifically referenced when discussing 

teenage identity development and the construction of self. Erikson (1968) defined identity as 

multidimensional and comprising three parts: first, the ego identity, our inner, private beliefs 

that stem from childhood; second, our personal identity, which represents our goals, values 

and beliefs that we show to the world; and third, our social identity, which involves the 

groups we belong to, adhering to their norms (Erikson, 1968; Schwartz et al., 2011). Erikson 

describes identity development as shifting from identity confusion (a lack of workable ideals) 
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to identity synthesis (a self-determined set of self-ideals) (Erikson, 1968). Erikson positioned 

the teenage years as a period of crisis, whereby the individual is navigating through a period 

of uncertainty and confusion with the aim of reaching a stable identity and set of ideals. This 

process of identity crisis and teenager uncertainty has been utilised in literature and research 

into teenage development, in which teenagers are seen to be exploring questions for the first 

time such as “who am I?” or “how do I fit into the world around me?” (Davis, 2010, p. 147). 

The developmental process of identity formation suggests that a crisis of identity in the 

teenage years evolves to a stable construct potentially creating the end product of a stable and 

relatively static adult identity. 

Erikson suggests that central to reaching a stable identity and resolving the period of 

“teenage crisis” is peer interaction, whereby interactions with our peers act as a mirror to the 

self and help resolve the conflict and crisis occurring internally (Buhrmester & Prager, 1995; 

Erikson, 1968). Erikson (supported by subsequent literature on teenage development) has 

stressed the importance of peer relationships, where the teenage focus shifts from the home to 

peers and these relationships become highly influential (Buhrmester & Prager, 1995; Erikson, 

1968; Schwartz, 2001). Marcia extended Erikson’s model, particularly around adolescent 

development. He suggests that the adolescent stage was neither identity resolution nor 

confusion but rather an exploration phase and commitment to an identity based on socio-

cultural influences (Marcia, 1980). Marcia’s theory of identity formation consists of two 

parts: first, crisis where values and choices are evaluated and re-evaluated, and second, 

commitment to a certain role or value (Marcia, 1980). Marcia’s notion of committing to a 

certain identity places importance on individual choice and agency, which is relevant to 

explore in the contextual setting of social media where there are many competing influences 

on values and beliefs. 

1.4.4. Relational Nature of Identity and Self 

While Erikson’s theory of identity primarily constructed an individualised development of 

identity, it extends to include the relational nature of identity through the importance of peer 

interaction. His psychosocial theory acknowledged that identity is developed not in isolation, 

but via peer interaction and social influences. Supporting Erikson’s view on the importance 

of peers in teenage development is literature on the importance of belonging that is facilitated 

through peer interconnectedness and helps shape identity and self (Baumeister & Hutton, 

1987; Gangadharbatla, 2008; Leary, 1999). There is evidence of teenagers seeking and 

finding a sense of belonging online; for example, a qualitative study on girls concluded that 
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Facebook gave the girls a sense of belonging within their peer group (Brandes & Levin, 

2014). This need to belong is generally regarded as a human need that, according to 

Gangadharbatla’s (2008) research, is strongest among teenagers and has been a predictor of 

female social media adoption. Much of the recent literature on social media and identity has 

built upon Erikson’s theory of identity and development, exploring the relationship and 

interconnectedness between self and peers specific to self-presentation and self-disclosure 

online linked with the need to belong (Davis, 2012a; Jong & Drummond, 2016; Smith et al., 

2021). 

More recently the debates on identity have been centred on the balancing of personal and 

social aspects contributing to the construct of the self (Schwartz, 2001). While Erikson 

viewed identity and self as separate, his contemporaries appear to use the terminology of 

identity and self interchangeably, whereby both terms refer to the process of developing a 

“sense of who one is” (Schwartz et al., 2011). One’s sense of self and one’s identity can be 

viewed as interrelated concepts that encompass thoughts and feelings about oneself in 

relation to social interaction, comparison to others, and what we perceive others think of us 

(Rosenberg, 1979). Identity and self-concept or sense of self are theorised as being extremely 

complex, as they reflect the interrelation between perception of self as both an individual and 

an object, operating in a social world which comprises more than just our peer group and 

extends to the broader community, culture, language, and norms (Barry et al., 2019; 

Butkowski et al., 2020; García-Gómez, 2013). 

1.4.5. Social Co-Construction 

Under a social constructionist lens, identity and sense of self are explored as social 

constructs that are influenced by the wider society via the prevailing discourses on matters 

such as gender, sexuality, and class and operationalised in a social context (Kennedy & 

Lynch, 2016). For teenage girls, online activity is characterised by identity management, 

formation, and social co-construction (Kennedy & Lynch, 2016; Metcalfe & Llewellyn, 

2020). One understanding of social co-construction (the construction of content 

collaboratively with others) is that it occurs through self-disclosure and identification with 

other like-minded people online, providing social support and facilitating social and identity 

development (Kennedy & Lynch, 2016; Metcalfe & Llewellyn, 2020; Shapiro & Margolin, 

2014; Valkenburg & Peter, 2008). Social co-construction implies that what is presented 

online is not solely reflective of one individual’s thoughts, ideals, and beliefs but rather 
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exhibits a collaboration of several parties, such as their peers and other socio-cultural 

influences. There is evidence from several recent qualitative studies to suggest that 

reconstruction is socially produced by feedback from peers and the social group (Davis, 

2013; Jong & Drummond, 2016; Kennedy & Lynch, 2016; Malvini Redden & Way, 2017; 

Metcalfe & Llewellyn, 2020). 

There is an assumption that reconstruction occurs via teenage awareness of shared norms, 

meaning, and values that are developed within the peer group and broader social groups 

online (Kennedy & Lynch, 2016; Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008). Cohorts of teenage 

girls appear to understand and operate within an invisible set of rules of social conduct, 

knowing what is acceptable and reconstructing their posts and overall identities to conform 

(Kennedy & Lynch, 2016; Kennedy, 2020; Metcalfe & Llewellyn, 2020). This process of 

identity development has not changed since previous generations when girls would modify 

their presentation, disclosure, and behaviour within their peer groups according to social 

norms and rules. What has changed is the intensity and frequency that comes with social 

media, the size and spread of one’s peer group, and a growing understanding that this 

provides an opportunity for significant identity experimentation or greater peer group 

conformity (Nesi et al., 2018a). What is evident in the literature is that the conformity and 

social co-construction is occurring online and that these activities play a role in identity 

development (Kennedy, 2020; Metcalfe & Llewellyn, 2020; Nesi et al., 2018a; 

Subrahmanyam et al., 2006). There is still more to learn and explore around peer conformity 

and identity development within the context of social media. 

1.5. Other Dominant Theories Within the Literature 

In theories that incorporate a highly connected world, our sense of self does not happen in 

isolation but rather is a product of our environment and how we interact within that 

environment. In Erikson’s day, peer interaction was somewhat limited to physical interaction 

by geography. Today social media acts as a global socialising tool within environments that 

provide immediate feedback from multiple sources, thus potentially playing a role in teenage 

girls’ developing sense of self (Jong & Drummond, 2016). Building on the understanding that 

peer interaction is critical in teenage identity development, the means of peer interaction have 

been analysed to gain a deeper understanding into the impacts of intense social media 

interaction on identity development and sense of self. As the literature on social media has 

developed, impression management and social comparison have been important theories and 

concepts referenced in the recent literature, exploring implications for identity and self. 
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1.5.1. Goffman’s Impression Management 

Social psychology has long been interested in studying the mechanisms and motivations 

behind how people self-present and manage information about themselves in both the public 

and private sphere. The notion of managing how we disclose information when interacting 

with peers and presenting content publicly references Goffman’s theory of impression 

management (1959). Goffman likened self-presentation and disclosing of information to a 

stage production, whereby we adopt frontstage or backstage behaviour and we take on 

dramaturgy metaphors, such as performer, audience, or outsider (Goffman, 1959). Goffman’s 

theory has been referenced across recent literature on social media usage, specifically 

exploring how self-presentation is managed and manipulated online (Chou & Edge, 2012; 

Chua & Chang, 2016; Mascheroni et al., 2015; Metcalfe & Llewellyn, 2020; Yau & Reich, 

2019). Building upon and supporting Goffman’s theory is the work by Baumeister and 

Hutton (1987) investigating how people communicate information about themselves and 

what motivates their disclosure. Their findings suggest that people tend to be highly selective 

in the information they disclose, pairing their selected output based upon their reading of the 

intended audience’s expectations (Baumeister & Hutton, 1987). Their work has also been 

used frequently in research on social media, suggesting that individuals, including teenagers, 

are presenting a carefully crafted version of themselves (Achterhof et al., 2022; Boyd, 2007; 

Buckingham, 2013; Chua & Chang, 2016; Davis, 2012b; Fullwood et al., 2016; Kanai, 2017; 

Livingstone, 2008). A qualitative study of 13–18 year-old teenagers; for example, suggests 

that belonging and peer relationships are the primary motivators behind online activity and 

self-disclosure (Davis, 2012a). Additionally, another qualitative study on 12–18 year olds 

found that the need to gain acceptance by their peers resulted in peers being the most 

powerful influencer and source of comparison online (Yau & Reich, 2019). These findings in 

the literature appear to suggest an interconnectedness between the desire for peer belonging 

and acceptance, and impression management of self-presentation online (Kanai, 2017; 

Metcalfe & Llewellyn, 2020). 

1.5.2. Social Comparison Theory 

In addition to understanding how teenagers are self-presenting and interacting with peers 

there is a view that they are engaging in social comparison, which potentially influences and 

moderates their current and future presentation. Social comparison has the potential to 

influence how teenage girls are viewing themselves and perceiving themselves in relation to 

others and, therefore, influences how they act, particularly with their peers. According to 
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social comparison theory, individuals evaluate themselves using objective standards and 

information to compare against others (Festinger, 1954). Social comparison theory is an 

adaptive theory that originated in the comparisons of abilities, proposing we benchmark our 

own abilities against others in order to evaluate, and in some cases, improve ourselves 

(Festinger, 1954). The theory has evolved since Festinger; however, in essence it relies on the 

premise that humans are adaptive, that individuals compare and evaluate themselves against 

others and adapt and change to suit the situation and circumstances, and possibly to improve 

performance (Buunk & Gibbons, 2007; Sánchez-Hernández et al., 2021). 

Building upon the original theory, subsequent research has argued that people engage in 

social comparison in order to assess, evaluate, and improve the self; additionally, to fit in 

(Kim & Park, 2016). There is a body of research that suggests that those who actively engage 

in social comparison with a motivation to self-evaluate and for self-improvement tend to 

compare themselves with superior targets; this is referred to as “upward comparison” (Buunk 

& Gibbons, 2007; Vogel et al., 2015; Vogel et al., 2014). Other studies have suggested that 

people engage in “downward comparison,” comparing our self to those that we perceive as 

“less than,” to make ourselves feel better (Buunk & Gibbons, 2007; Sánchez-Hernández et 

al., 2021). The theory of social comparison has been applied to numerous fields. Several 

recent studies have looked at the effects of social comparison online. Much of the literature 

on social comparison among teenage girls has focused on peer comparison and the effects 

upward social comparison has on body image, eating disorders, and self-esteem (Cipolletta et 

al., 2020; Holland & Tiggemann, 2016; Sánchez-Hernández et al., 2021; Twenge & Martin, 

2020; Vogel et al., 2014). 

A study of frequent adult Facebook users observed that the participants perceived users 

with positive profiles to be happier than themselves, especially if they did not know the user 

well offline (Chou & Edge, 2012). This may suggest that people compare others’ online 

personae against their knowledge of their own offline lives. This highlights the concern that 

the content and the way people self-disclose and present themselves on social media are not 

necessarily accurate or objective representations of the “selves” which teenagers are 

potentially benchmarking themselves against. Vogel and colleagues (2014) have conducted 

several studies with adult participants, linking high Facebook usage with lower trait self-

esteem when mediated by greater exposure to upward social comparison. Additionally, they 
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found that trait self-esteem lowered after temporary exposure to upward social media profile 

comparison (Vogel et al., 2014). 

A recent quantitative study explored the motivators for teenagers’ intense social media 

usage on Instagram, suggesting social comparison and feedback-seeking behaviour online 

played a role in mediating teenagers’ emotional responses online. This included the influence 

of number of likes received, suggesting the level of social comparison occurring is relevant to 

understand (n = 182, 13–18 year olds)(Sánchez-Hernández et al., 2021). There is limited 

research that explores how teenage girls construct social comparison online, from a 

qualitative perspective, and how that might be influencing their online impression 

management, self-disclosure, and the overall construction of self. The findings in current 

literature nevertheless highlight the complexities in the interactions and motivations driving 

teenage girls’ online usage and self-presentation. 

1.6. Review of Positive and Negative Consequences Within Current Literature. 

Much of the literature exploring the impacts and consequences of social media usage on 

teenage girls has specifically focused on researching the negative outcomes of social media, 

particularly exploring effects on body image, self-esteem, and depression (Chow & Wan, 

2017; Fardouly et al., 2018; Jelenchick et al., 2013). The literature has explored the links 

between social media usage and body image concerns; for example, correlational studies 

have shown a link with Facebook usage and increased body image concerns and increased 

body dissatisfaction among high school students (Fardouly et al., 2015; Holland & 

Tiggemann, 2016; Stronge et al., 2015). Additionally, a Spanish study found that among high 

school students, increased computer time was negatively associated with body dissatisfaction 

only in girls, but not boys (Añez et al., 2018). In addition to exploring the impact on body 

image, there has been increased research investigating social media usage and wellbeing. A 

recent systematic review of social media usage and wellbeing (not specific to teenagers) 

found 30 studies to have been conducted between 2005 and 2016 on social media usage and 

its effects on depression and anxiety (Seabrook, Kern, Rickard, et al., 2016). The review 

found eight studies with a direct positive link to depression and 16 with no significant links. 

For anxiety, three studies found direct positive links and seven found no significant 

correlation. Only one study reported a significant negative link between social anxiety and 

the frequency of social media use; however, no studies supported a strong link between social 
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media usage and evidence of increased anxiety and depressive symptoms (Seabrook, Kern, & 

Rickard, 2016). 

Links between social media and self-esteem have similar inconsistent findings. 

Valkenburg and colleagues have conducted numerous mixed-gender quantitative Dutch 

studies exploring teenage identity experimentation, self-esteem, and social media usage. 

Their findings suggest identity experimentation was occurring online, leading to quality peer 

relationships and improved wellbeing and self-esteem (Valkenburg & Peter, 2007, 2008, 

2009; Valkenburg et al., 2006). A follow up longitudinal study suggests that social media 

usage marginally predicts improvements over time in social self-esteem (Valkenburg et al., 

2017). 

A recent American study of teenagers (n = 790) found social media made them feel closer 

to their friends (78%) and only a few teens (15%) reported pressure to show the best version 

of themselves (AP-NORC, 2017). Further supporting a positive outcome of social media 

usage was a study that demonstrated active self-presentation online and profile checking by 

an adult participant group during the study led to increased levels of self-esteem at the time 

(Gonzales & Hancock, 2011). There is also evidence to suggest that adult participants with 

low self-esteem see evidence of increased self-esteem due to increased social media usage 

(Steinfield et al., 2008). Conversely, qualitative studies specifically on teenage girls found 

negative outcomes of social media on self-esteem due to intense impression management 

(Jong & Drummond, 2016). Current literature, both qualitative and quantitative, reflects 

mixed findings relating to the positive and negative implications of social media usage for 

teenage girls, highlighting the complexity of the interactions. This complex landscape of 

teenage social media usage makes it difficult for both parents and educators to make and 

implement meaningful guidelines. A recent paper published by the British Psychological 

Society recognises that guidelines need to be built on evidence, not media hype, stating that 

“More qualitative methods, such as interviews, ethnography and participatory design, should 

be employed with young people to understand their media practices and what they 

themselves seek from their digital experiences” (Galpin & Taylor, 2018, p.1). The literature 

acknowledges that there is a lack of evidence, recommending a role for qualitative research to 

better understand child and adolescent thinking and their digital practices (Galpin & Taylor 

2018). 
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1.7. Limitations of Current Literature 

1.7.1. Focused on the Individual 

Over the last decade there has been increased research into social media usage and its 

consequences. Much of the research has been quantitative, and has focused on adults and 

university student participants, looking at a correlation of usage and outcomes, such as self-

esteem, body image dissatisfaction, and depression with mixed findings. The research to date 

implies that teenage girls are prolific social media users who focus primarily on peer 

interaction with existing friendship groups. The current body of evidence suggests that 

teenage girls are constantly presenting and maintaining a presence on social media that is 

highly managed and motivated by belonging and peer group acceptance. Additionally, their 

content appears to be based upon in-group identity and conforming to social norms. The 

qualitative literature that does exist on teenage girls explores behaviour patterns of online 

usage, but there are limited studies into the social and cultural influences, particularly on 

identity and constructs of self. 

The literature that exists has primarily explored teenage self-presentation through the lens 

of Erikson’s theory of identity and particularly the notion of identity crisis being resolved 

through peer group interaction facilitating and creating a stable identity construct. There are 

three aspects of this theory with the ability to polarise how research views teenagers. The 

three aspects of concern are the reference to a period of crisis, the notion that identity 

becomes fixed, and the importance placed on peers in achieving a stable identity. While 

Erikson’s theory provides a useful way of analysing teenage development, it can construct a 

polarised view of teenagers that in turn influences perspectives when observing and studying 

them. 

Erikson’s term “crisis” constructs notions of instability that indirectly suggests young 

people are struggling to cope with the uncertainty of who they are in the world, which 

consequently positions them as vulnerable (Erikson, 1968; Ringrose, 2011; Schwartz, 2001). 

When teenagers are positioned as vulnerable, the research can more naturally present a voice 

that teenagers are potentially more sensitive to the internet and navigating social media, 

making them more vulnerable to negative aspects of social media usage and outcomes. 

Arguably, social media, which is constantly changing, is difficult for everyone to navigate. 

There are elements that we all, adults and young people, struggle to grasp. While there may 

no doubt be ways in which teenagers struggle with social media, research becomes limited if 
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it assumes only one outcome: that teenagers are vulnerable and struggling to navigate identity 

development, and conversely, adults do not struggle and have a stable sense of self. 

The second aspect of concern relating to Erikson’s theory of identity is the idea of a fixed 

identity, whereby the literature often implies a simple linear transition from crisis to stability, 

reinforcing the notion of teenagers being under-developed and uncertain. The idea that 

teenagers’ identity is being developed and formed creates and reinforces an assumption that 

something is lacking and needs to be developed. There is a concern that this need to develop 

and evolve positions teenagers as incapable, further implying that they are vulnerable and 

potentially need protecting. Again, while there are undoubtedly elements of vulnerability in 

experiences of teenagers engaging with social media, the polarisation and emphasis on crisis 

serves to mask the notion that teenagers might also be manipulating and controlling their own 

experiences. 

Central to Erikson’s theory, and prolific in the literature, is the importance of peer groups 

and self-disclosure to identity development. The third concern with Erikson’s theory is the 

suggestion that a teenager’s focus shifts from home to their peers and that this interaction 

with their peers via self-disclosure shapes their identity. Supporting this theory is Goffman’s 

theory of self-presentation and self-disclosure which is often connected with Erikson’s theory 

of identity development (Chou & Edge, 2012; Chua & Chang, 2016; Mascheroni et al., 

2015). While the two theories add much value at various levels, their use in the literature 

relevant to this study has created a tendency in the literature to assume that the peer is 

dominant and is the primary influencer on the construct of self; all other relationships and 

influences are far less explored. Significantly, the dominance in the literature of peer 

relationship in identity development masks the influence of social media structures 

themselves and other key influencing figures. Teenage girls are not architects of the 

economic imperatives which create social media platforms. The focus of peer interaction and 

self-disclosure in creating identity masks the influence of context and structures in teenagers’ 

social worlds, particularly online. The literature that focuses solely on peer conformity, 

therefore, tends towards labelling and blaming constructs, implying that there is something 

inherently wrong with teenagers. Negative terms such as narcissistic are applied, particularly 

drawing links to selfies and self-presentation (Mehdizadeh, 2010; Twenge, 2010). It could be 

argued that a focus upon the importance of peer conformity and individual choice conceals 

the social influence of technological structures on teenage behaviour and outcomes. 
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1.7.2. Contextual and Social Approaches in the Literature 

The social context is changing rapidly, with new information technologies continuing to 

evolve, especially in the use of personal forms of digital communication technology, such as 

social media. This technological change reflects a need for research to also be more complex 

and layered, moving beyond solely exploring individual and peer-to-peer interaction, and to 

explore ways in which western cultural shifts, values, and ideas are influencing teenagers’ 

perceptions of the world and their selves. Within the complexity of the global nature of peer 

interaction online today, identity development for young people does not appear to be as 

straightforward as Erikson suggested back in 1968, and there is a need to incorporate the 

social and political context. The works of Erikson, Marcia, Goffman, and Festinger continue 

to provide insight into adolescence development; however, they need to be considered within 

the context of the complete ecosystem in which the girls are operating, incorporating the idea 

that selves are constructed as part of the connected social world, including the social self and 

its connectedness to time, situation, and cultural trends (Henriques et al., 1984; Stainton 

Rogers, 2011). 

As described earlier in this chapter, there is much debate around whether self and identity 

are interchangeable concepts; additionally, whether the concept of self and identity is fixed or 

fluid (Buckingham, 2008; Schwartz et al., 2011). The approach to self that this research 

proposes to take is influenced by the work of Mead (1934). Mead informed the development 

of social constructionism and viewed the self as being formed through social interaction, 

observing the importance of language in our social interactions and self-view (Mead, 1934). 

Mead viewed the concepts of “I” and “me” as being in constant dialectical relation to each 

other. The “I” is the impulsive self that responds instantly to the outside world and the “me” 

refers to the socialised self that incorporates and internalises the social norms and values 

within their own culture (Farr, 1996; Mead, 1934). Mead acknowledged the notion of the self 

as fluid and reflexive: a person can see themselves as the individual doer and as an object to 

be observed. Similar to Mead’s socially constructed view of self is Melucci’s notion of 

collective identity, which suggests that identity is dynamic in nature and includes the 

complexities of being formed from the interaction with others at several levels: the 

formulation of a cognitive framework of goals and meaning and environment of action, the 

active relationship among participants, and emotional investment and recognition between 

individuals (Melucci, 1996). 
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A key rationale behind taking a social constructionist approach to the self is to build upon 

the existing literature, taking a broader view on identity and self to explore influences on 

teenage girls’ self-presentation online. Many researchers have used the theories of Erikson, 

Goffman, and Festinger to construct the teenage years as being a juggling act between peer 

conformity and independence, with evidence suggesting that peer group conformity peaks at 

13 to 15 years (Tzavela & Mavromati, 2013). This populist viewpoint in much of the 

research, and more broadly in the community, suggests that teenagers are in crisis and 

focused upon peer relationships and themselves. This positivist narrow positioning of 

“vulnerable” teenagers in crisis can affect the approach taken when researching and 

discussing teenagers and their identity development. This potentially creates a negative 

cultural assumption about teenagers that can affect how they both present and perceive 

themselves. For the purpose of this research, identity development is viewed as an ongoing 

process in which the self is constructed based upon personal, relational, and social input. It 

supports the notion that a person’s sense of self is not constant but flexible, and subject to 

fluctuations and changes that can be influenced by many social and relational factors. 

A social constructionist epistemology enables the exploration of the way social media 

appear to influence the sense of self, the fluctuations this causes, and the impact these cultural 

changes and outcomes have on teenagers. In turn this allows for a study which situates peer 

conformity, teenage crisis, and instability in the context of the social and structural systems 

that mediate them. Looking beyond the peer to the social media platforms provides a broader 

context by which to explore teenage girls’ self-presentation and self-disclosure online. Social 

media platforms are spaces that enables individuals to express their voices, with the 

opportunity to potentially become celebrities, and wield great influence for a period of time 

(Abidin, 2020). Social media has provided a communication channel not only for brands and 

celebrities in the traditional sense (actors, models, and entertainers) to reach their audiences, 

but it has also created an environment where individuals can become influential on certain 

topics. Social media platforms have facilitated the creation of new spheres of influence on 

teenage girls’ self-presentation, with the emergence of micro-celebrities and influencers. The 

terms micro-celebrities and influencers refer to individuals who become known online and 

influential to a niche group of people (Abidin, 2020). In addition to the communication and 

social aspects of social media platforms, there is also the commercial nature to consider, 

whereby social media promotion of consumerism is constantly being played out online via 

endless self-disclosure and stylised image distribution, playing a role in influencing, 
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perpetuating, and shaping the behaviours and identities of teenage girls (Buckingham, 2008, 

2013; Stern, 2002). 

1.8. Gender & Power: Taking a Different Perspective 

As discussed earlier, most social media research on teenage girls leverages the theories of 

Erikson, Goffman, and Festinger and focuses on individual decisions and peer influence. Few 

researchers have explored the socio-cultural and structural influences on teenage girls and 

their use of social media in relation to self-presentation and self-disclosure. However, a small 

cohort of researchers have studied women and girls from a social constructionist perspective 

with particular interest in the role of gender and power (Banet-Weiser et al., 2019; Elias & 

Gill, 2018; McRobbie, 2015; Ringrose et al., 2013). Much of this research approach applies 

post-feminist and neoliberal political concepts. It has been argued that in today’s popular 

culture, feminism is generally rejected and instead young women are offered up the 

positioning that we are now “postfeminism,” whereby there is no longer a need for structural 

change as women have achieved individual freedoms, empowerment, and choice (Elias & 

Gill, 2018; McRobbie, 2015). Much of the positioning of postfeminism promotes and 

supports feminine desirability and sexual freedoms, while further echoing a notion of choice 

and control (Mascheroni et al., 2015; Ringrose et al., 2013). It can be argued that 

postfeminism is not an extension of feminism but is constructed through and is an extension 

of neoliberal ideals, whereby neoliberalism refers to the promotion of a capitalist free market 

that embraces competition and spending with limited government restriction or involvement 

(Elias & Gill, 2018). The ideological and philosophical view of postfeminism and 

neoliberalism is centred on the concept of the individual being at the centre, whereby the 

collective socio-political ideas of constraint are replaced with individuals being positioned as 

autonomous, self-reinventing subjects with choice and agency (Banet-Weiser et al., 2019; 

Elias & Gill, 2018; Gill, 2017). 

Research that has taken a post-feminist/neoliberal approach appears to be qualitative and 

focused on choice and agency relating to sexual aspects of teenage (both boys and girls) 

social media interaction online, examining social media usage and exploring how teenagers 

are presenting themselves sexually online, particularly through sexual images, sexting 

(sending texts that reference sexual content text or visual imagery), and visual interactions 

and representation (Mascheroni & Ólafsson, 2014; Mascheroni et al., 2015; Ringrose & 

Harvey, 2015; Ringrose et al., 2013). Findings suggest that while girls at an individual and 

peer level attempt to appear sexually liberated online and can exhibit choice and agency to 
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send sexual images and texts like the boys do, there is a social discourse present that reflects 

a degree of moral judgement upon the girls. The research found girls were navigating a 

double standard in digital image exchange with boys, as there was a discourse present that 

appeared to normalise certain behaviour, suggesting that what is acceptable sexual self-

presentation for boys online is not deemed acceptable for the girls (Mascheroni et al., 2015; 

Ringrose et al., 2013). This literature juxtaposes the post-feminist ideal of perceived female 

sexual freedoms and liberation made via self-presentation, with the reality of double 

standards and moral judgements expressed though acts such as “slut shaming,” creating a 

narrative and environment that has the ability to constrain and restrict girls’ future behaviour 

for fear of judgement due to failure to conform to certain expectations (Mascheroni & 

Ólafsson, 2014; Mascheroni et al., 2015; Ringrose et al., 2013). Mascheroni and Ringrose’s 

research suggests the ideal of being postfeminism and the reality of the girls’ experiences are 

not aligned, as girls are being treated differently to boys in respect of their sexuality. This 

research highlights that discourses and social constructs play a role in influencing self-

presentation online, potentially highlighting a gendered power imbalance and an area for 

further research. 

1.8.1. Position on Sex and Gender 

The focus of this research is on teenage girls, which does imply a binary—within the 

research study, this focus was applied only to the individual’s sex rather than their gender 

identity. The aim was to explore and reflect the discourses of teenage girls that are performed 

and represented on social media. The researcher acknowledges that gender is a broader 

concept than boys and girls, recognising that there are limitations to a binary viewpoint and 

that some individuals have negative experiences due to binary and fixed approaches being 

applied. For this research, a cisgender approach was not assumed, nor was gender 

identification the aim of the research. Cisgender is a term that denotes a person’s sense of 

sexual identity that corresponds to their birth sex. A choice was not actively made to exclude 

or take a specific gender position, acknowledging that gender is a far broader and more 

complex construct. 

1.8.2. Gender from Binary to Fluid 

Gender has been positioned as socially constructed, often conceptualised to help analyse 

the way gender operates, and is positioned across many domains of social life: individual, 

interrelational, and institutional (Callahan & Nicholas, 2019). Judith Butler’s (1990) seminal 

work positioned gender as a discourse that constructs what it names. This extended 
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Foucault’s (1972) conceptualisation of discourses beyond signs and language, to include 

systematic practices that produce actions and objects through which they speak. Butler (1997) 

suggests the discourse of gender generates and produces knowledge, influencing and shaping 

the cultural norms and positioning of its subjects (Callahan & Nicholas, 2019). Butler’s 

account of gender conceptualises a set of cultural resources that positions subjects as doing 

binary gender through reinforcing a normative discourse of gender, reinforcing a binary 

positioning of gender which is further perpetuated via interaction and performance. 

According to Butler gender becomes naturalised through repetitious acts, through social 

arrangements and interactions which are positioned through discourse as normal ways of 

interacting. This has propagated gender as binary, creating differences between girls and 

boys, men and women that are not necessarily natural, essential, or biological through social 

constructs. However, once constructed and socially repetitively reinforced, this discourse on 

gender becomes established and entrenched, essentially normalising a position on gender 

(West & Zimmerman, 1987). The creating of differences between groups of people can lead 

to a normalising of inequity (Ridgeway, 2009). 

Gender theory and self-identity through gender has developed more recently beyond a 

binary approach to include greater gender diversity, including people that identify as non-

binary or genderqueer identities, non-gendered, and gender ambiguous. This approach to 

gender separates biology and sexuality from self-identity. Gender theory encompasses 

individuals who identify as agender (having no gender), as bigender (both a woman and a 

man) or as non-binary (neither woman nor man) (Callahan & Nicholas, 2019). The categories 

and classification of self are much broader and more changeable whereby non-binary people 

can identify as genderqueer, having fluid genders. Gender diversity also includes individuals 

whose gender representation differs from what is socially expected; for example, non-

conforming to normative notions of femininity, such as a female identifying as a woman but 

who presents herself in a manner that does not conform with the dominant discourse of 

femininity (Smith et al., 2014). 

Social media platforms are environments that have the ability to continue the 

normalisation and propagation of dominant discourses of gender, including that of a binary 

gendered world, where surveillance and self-regulation reinforce the naturalisation of binary 

gender via the self-regulation of behaviour (Metcalfe & Llewellyn, 2020; Renold & Ringrose, 

2011; Zillich & Riesmeyer, 2021). However, there is evidence that social media platforms do 

also provide a channel for non-binary gendered individuals to experiment with self-
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expression and connect with other like-minded individuals, with much literature in this space 

(Berger et al., 2021; Hanckel et al., 2019; Hillier et al., 2012). Nonetheless, there is research 

to suggest social structures and the platforms themselves play a role in marginalising and 

excluding non-binary representation on social media, particularly Instagram and TikTok, 

highlighting a power imbalance (Duguay, 2016; Metcalfe & Llewellyn, 2020). As outlined, 

gender is a broader concept; however, for the context of this research the focus is on applying 

critical theory to how teenage girls self-present online, exploring the power of the dominant 

discourse to normalise and position this cohort, and thus a queer theory approach was not 

within the scope of this research. The intent was not to dismiss or ignore queer theory, but 

rather to reflect and acknowledge the broader gender theory on girls’ experiences, in which 

this research is positioned. 

1.8.3. Performance and Gender 

The discursive rules that influence subject positioning play a role in constraining choices 

and freedoms. Butler (2004) argues that “gender is a kind of doing, an incessant activity, 

performed, in part, without one’s knowing and without one’s willing” (p. 1). This powerful 

phrasing by Butler frames gender as a verb and oneself as performing gender, a performance 

that encompasses all the actions and norms associated with the discourse, in this case being a 

teenage girl. However, Butler flags that this does not mean gender is “automatic or 

mechanical” but rather is “a practice of improvisation within a scene of constraint” (p. 1). 

Individuals and in this case teenage girls exercise choice and autonomy when it comes to 

performing gender both online and offline. This includes the clothes they wear and the photos 

they post; however, this may be done within a limited bandwidth that is constrained by social 

acceptance. There are options and choices that individuals may not risk performing, due to 

discursive cultural norms, which would not permit or would judge and look down upon the 

behaviour. Butler urges us to explore ways in which particular genders are expressed, not 

merely as an innate extension of the self but rather a performance that is played out within a 

complex myriad of discourses and consequences (Butler, 2009). Discourses are argued to not 

purely exist and influence; they are taken up and willingly adopted and performed through 

what Butler (2009) calls repetitive citationality. Repetitive citationality refers to the ways in 

which we constantly refer to or echo the all-embracing discourse of identity through rituals 

and objects such as clothes, poses, phrases, and other aspects of self-performance. These 

attributes and characteristics signal to another person the meaning and the belonging as being 

part of that discursive group. Butler writes that this “subjection” “is not only a subordination, 
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but a securing and maintaining, a putting into place of a subject” (pp. 90-91), it is literally 

“the making of a subject” (Butler, 1997). 

Subjection, through discourse and interpellation, does not simply explain my state, but is 

argued to shape a subject out of me (Butler, 1997). An internalisation of discourse can 

encourage a particular kind of consciousness in which discourses are upheld and in which 

individuals are constantly recreated as subjects of discourses. Discourses enable a stage to be 

set, whereby certain identities, through shared practices, are available to be adopted and 

performed. This performance or presentation supports and plays a role in reinforcing the 

beliefs and ideals of the adopted discourse and gendered positioning, enforced by 

interpellation, creating subjects of discourses (Rutherford, 2018). The normalisation of 

discourses has the ability to create inequity whereby certain groups are marginalised and 

those who benefit from the discourse are motivated to reinforce and propagate the discourse. 

1.8.4. Power and Neoliberalism 

As discussed earlier in the chapter, social media platforms have evolved into a 

marketplace which much of the developmental literature on social media does not discuss. 

Girls are participating in an arena (social media platforms) that at its core is a marketplace, 

where neoliberalism is the dominant ideology (Elias & Gill, 2018; McRobbie, 2015; 

Rutherford, 2018; Scharff, 2016). Therefore, understanding neoliberalism in the context of 

social media platforms is relevant to both the girls’ interactions and the social constructionist 

approach taken in the research. In order to be a good subject under neoliberalism, women are 

being positioned as able to have it all while at the same time operating within a neoliberal 

framework that proposes that it is the individual’s responsibility to “make it happen.” Self-

autotomy has been a central element of neoliberalism, where self-advancement and self-

improvement is positioned as a moral imperative, whereby the neoliberal citizens conceive of 

themselves as a “set of assets to be managed, maintained, developed” (Rutherford, 2018, p. 

638). This neoliberal subject positioning ignores the suggestion that our ability to implement 

change and free choice is perhaps constrained and limited by the institutions, systems, and 

discourses that we operate within (Elias & Gill, 2018). In her book titled “Empowered” 

Banet-Weiser (2018, p. 19) eloquently positions neoliberalism and postfeminism, whereby 

postfeminism celebrates a kind of gendered “freedom” in which women are apparently free to 

become all they want to be. Women can have it all they just have to be a “Girl Boss” or 

“Lean In” in order to overcome sexist history (Banet-Weiser, 2018). Materially, what this 

means is that neoliberal values such as entrepreneurialism, individualism, and the expansion 
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of capitalist markets are positioned as something women can embrace and adopt as a way to 

craft their selves and achieve it all. 

Banet-Weiser and others suggest that terms such as empowerment, which encompass the 

ideals of entrepreneurialism and individualism, reconstruct feminist politics within a 

neoliberal culture (Banet-Weiser, 2018; Gill, 2017; McRobbie, 2015). Entrepreneurial self-

work is the construct of self-improvement scaffolded by psychologised concepts like 

“empowerment” and “resilience” and is connected to an extensive network of regulatory, 

performative practices that have the ability to extend disciplinary power through self-

surveillance and self-regulation (Banet-Weiser et al., 2019). Often framed as “investments” 

or “self-care,” these include but are not limited to: makeover programs, including cosmetic 

surgery, dieting, and exercise regimes; psychotherapy and life coaching; 

psychopharmaceuticals and sexuo-pharmaceuticals; and self-help guides and retreats (Gill & 

Donaghue, 2016; Gill & Kanai, 2018; Gill & Orgad, 2017; Riley et al., 2019). As Gill (2008) 

argues: 

To a much greater extent than men, women are required to work on and transform the 

self, to regulate every aspect of their conduct, and to present all their actions as freely 

chosen. Could it be that neoliberalism is already gendered, and that women are 

constructed as its ideal subjects? (p. 443). 

Power, surveillance, regulation, and constraint are argued to be dispersed through the 

everyday practices and meaning in women’s lives (LaMarre et al., 2019; Rutherford, 2018). 

Gill (2008, p. 441) refers to this as a “postfeminist sensibility” whereby women engage in 

intensive self-surveillance and monitoring and transform themselves and remodel their 

interior lives. The most attractive dimensions of neoliberalism may also be the most 

problematic. A desire for independence, freedom of choice, creativity, and happiness is 

critical to the appeal of neoliberalism. The neoliberal emphasis on freedom, growth, 

achievement, and self-determination is argued to be particularly desirable to those who have 

previously had constraints on their aspirations (Adams et al., 2019). It could be argued that a 

discourse consistent with populist feminism or neoliberal postfeminism suggests that gender 

equality has been achieved and any gendered differences are the result of individual 

difference and choice (Banet-Weiser, 2018; Girerd & Bonnot, 2020; Rottenberg, 2014). 

Feminist scholars such as Gill and Orgad (2018), Elias and Gill (2018), McRobbie (2015), 

Rutherford (2018) and Scharff (2016) have argued that feminism and neoliberalism have 

intersected to reconfigure women’s subjectivity and feminism itself, as women are urged to 
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consider their everyday lives and wellbeing in terms of a lifelong project of self-improvement 

and lifestyle optimisation. While men are subject to neoliberal ideology and the self-

optimizing discourse, Riley et al. (2019) argue that women are particularly vulnerable to self-

help culture because they are positioned as being in need of improvement. This need, 

however, is not reflective of intrinsic flaws, but rather reflects and leverages women’s 

historical and continued structural oppression. Rather than questioning the culture that 

marginalises women, which may produce feelings of uncertainty and self-doubt, 

neoliberalism provides solutions to this problem in the form of selling empowerment, 

confidence, and resilience (Gill & Donaghue, 2016; Gill & Orgad, 2015, 2017; Rutherford, 

2018). 

Empowerment and confidence terminology was developed during the early 1980s and 

1990s alongside concepts like “girl power” as part of the self-esteem movement (Gill & 

Orgad, 2017). For women who were discontent with their lives, happiness and achievement 

could be found through the improvement of self-confidence and the creation of feelings of 

empowerment. In their work, Gill and Orgad (2017) highlight the complicity of this 

movement, with the development of empowerment measures to assess an individual’s feeling 

of empowerment (rather than experience of actual empowerment), confidence quotients, 

mind-training exercises, and teaching women to manifest a positive mindset and improve 

their assertiveness (Brown, 2019). Women, therefore, are made responsible for their 

circumstances and are encouraged to “lean in” at work to better their career prospects, engage 

in clean eating to feel energised, develop habits of self-care, and to practise being assertive 

while loving oneself to be better at relationships (Gill & Orgad, 2017; Rottenberg, 2014). 

This self-improvement rhetoric is often couched in psychological language, such as self-

actualisation, growth mindset, reparenting, and self-improvement actions are promoted as 

empowering free choices: the ultimate demonstration of a strong, mentally healthy, 

independent, feminist (Riley et al., 2019). 

When empowerment and confidence fail, studies by Gill and Donaghue (2016) have 

demonstrated how women are disproportionately subject to a resilience discourse. The notion 

of resilience is an ideological fit with neoliberalism and is intimately related to the cutting 

back, closure, and privatisation of public services, and the increase in flexible working 

conditions, all of which disproportionately impact women (Renold, 2013). Gill and Donaghue 

(2016) suggest resilience discourses are part of, and have been used as, an individualising and 

blaming strategy in which people are made responsible for their own wellbeing. Their 
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research explores how women’s magazines and social media are normalising a resilience 

discourse, a narrative that promotes ideas of “flexible” employment conditions, self-help 

literature, and smartphone “beauty apps” promoting ideal beauty standards. This technology 

of gender creates an unprecedented regulatory gaze on women, which has the power to 

mobilise and teach women how to think about themselves and frame their relationships to 

others in order to be a successful neoliberal citizen (Elias & Gill, 2018; Gill & Donaghue, 

2016). Elias and Gill (2018) argue that beauty apps and the intensification of digital self-

monitoring and surveillance led to a “surveillant sisterhood,” an intensified collective self-

monitoring, whereby help is offered and suggested online, creating an entrepreneurial subject 

positioning of women (Elias & Gill, 2018, p. 60). They suggest that these beauty apps are 

intensifying a surveillance of women’s bodies that promotes and encourages the need for 

transformation and improvement, which can be achieved through product consumption. 

Gill and Donaghue (2016) argue that such “psychological turns” or setbacks work to shape 

future actions and thoughts, encouraging women to reframe negative experiences as learning 

experiences, and instead focus on their individual wellness rather than address any political 

and social injustice underpinning their experiences of the world. This creates a new 

categorisation of feminist, one who can bounce back in the event of a catastrophe, who 

invests in the lifelong development of resilience and polices negative feelings and 

dispositions in favour of positive affect, specifically: self-love, self-belief, confidence, 

optimism, and living in the moment. Anger, complaint, resentment, or bitterness are to be 

avoided at all costs, women may occasionally refer to such feelings or states but must quickly 

“move on,” reframing their experience in an upbeat and resilient manner (Gill & Orgad, 

2016). 

Much of the confidence culture literature has focused on research on women, not girls; 

however, social media is an extension of traditional media in providing an environment for 

intensified and increased surveillance of the self. The confidence culture approach provides a 

lens to teenage girls’ self-presentation that has not been widely explored. It builds upon the 

past research of Cosmo culture (referencing the influence of Cosmopolitan magazine) and 

mass media influencing body image and sense of self (Fardouly et al., 2018; Machin & 

Thornborrow, 2003). The notion that the dominant discourse and societal structures shaped 

expectations of teenage girls is relevant in extending the current literature in this space and 

exploring the current impact of social media on how girls self-present online. 
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1.9. Rationale 

Social media represents a possibility for choice and freedoms, providing an environment 

in which enhancing and negotiating self-presentation can take place. Much of the current 

literature researching this behaviour in psychology has focused on the individual referencing 

theories of Erikson, Goffman, and Festinger to explore peer interaction and impression 

management. While the existing research is relevant and highlights certain patterns of 

behaviours, there are limitations in both depth of research and age group covered. Much 

research into women and social media focuses on adults or narrows the research to 18–24-

year-olds rather than teenagers. This specificity in the research fails to explore behaviours 

and actions of teenage girls, and therefore this research targets girls aged 13–17. 

Additionally, there is an absence of research that considers the role of structure, systems, and 

the use of power online and how these social and institutional aspects potentially play a role 

in influencing how teenage girls self-present online. Although the interviews in this study 

were conducted in Australia, social media usage patterns reflect those of other capitalist 

markets, and the social media tools are hosted in other countries. Study findings, including 

those related to discourse, are transferable to other similar contexts globally. 

1.10. Research Aims and Question 

The study’s aim is to explore teenage girls’ account of their self-presentation and self-

disclosure online, through a Foucauldian informed analysis grounded in a lens of gender and 

power theories within a neoliberal framework. The focus is upon identifying and exploring 

the dominant discourses as they begin to emerge in the data, highlighting their influence on 

the subjects’ experiences of self-presenting online, specifically exploring the intersection and 

interaction of key players within social media, girls, peers, other influential individuals, 

brands, and the platforms. A social constructionist approach allows a deeper understanding of 

teenage girls’ lived experience and of how these various groups interact and influence the 

girls’ constructions of identity and self, online. The girls’ accounts of their self-presentation 

online is explored and teased out within the data to understand and investigate the dominant 

cultural influences and behaviours, and how the girls respond to and are perhaps affected by 

the cultural demands that surround them and their environment. The research focuses upon 

exploring what role identity and performance play, gaining an awareness of aspects of power 

and how that is occurring in these online environments. 

The research also aims to look beyond the individual experience and identity development 

to consider how dominant ideals and values are reflected across visual presentation and 
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reinforced norms. Analysis is focused upon observing and critically assessing how these 

dominant discourses are constructed, reflected, rewarded, and normalised online. The 

following three research questions were the focus of the research. 

1. Exploring the girls’ experiences online through their language, how do the girls 

discuss and recount their engagement with and operationalising of social media? The 

following three sub-questions aim to gain a deeper understanding into how teenage 

girls construct themselves online via their described usage patterns and actions online: 

a. How do the girls engage with the platforms and tools? What are the systems 

and tools they use and how do the girls interact with them? 

b. What processes and procedures do the girls embark upon when self-presenting 

and self-disclosing online? 

c. What actions/activities are the girls undertaking on social media, such as 

identity experimentation and self-surveillance? 

2. Delve deeper into the girls’ accounts of self-presentation, self-disclosure, and online 

identity to understand their subject positioning, through three sub-questions: 

a. What is influencing the girls’ subject position, specifically critiquing 

influences upon the girls’ online interactions and actions? 

b. What contextual factors frame their decision making and prompt and induce 

actions and activities online? 

c. Are they taking risks and experimenting with self-presentation online? 

Exploring the nuances between choice, freedom, and self-regulation and how 

that reflects the subject positioning of this cohort of girls online. 

3. Explore what are the factors influencing the girls’ social media engagement, 

understanding whose interests the girls’ actions and behaviours benefit: 

a. Do the systems and their structures play a role in influencing girls’ online 

posting decisions and self-presentation? 

b. What role and how do the power structures operate online and influence the 

dominant discourse, and in turn the girl’s online behaviours? 
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Chapter 2  Research Design 

This chapter outlines the epistemological and methodological framework chosen based 

upon the issues explored within the literature review, research rationale, and aims, with an 

objective of producing qualitative research to further understanding of how teenage girls use 

social media and self-present online. The research aimed to identify and explore the dominant 

discourses pertaining to teenage girls, focused upon providing insight into the influences on 

the girls’ self-presentation online and the girls’ subject positioning through discourse and 

performance. This chapter presents the rationale for taking a social constructionist 

epistemological position and a Foucauldian informed thematic discourse analysis. The 

chapter goes on to outline the methods and procedures, including data capture through semi-

structured interviews with 24 participants, and it discusses data analysis, reflexivity, and 

ethical considerations. 

2.1. Epistemology and Methodology 

2.1.1. Rationale for a Qualitative Research Approach 

A qualitative approach was chosen because it complements the exploratory nature of the 

study, which aimed at developing an understanding of how teenage girls utilise social media. 

The research particularly aims to explore the cultural context the girls occupy, while being 

cognisant that their experiences are shaped and structured by their own lived reality and 

experiences (Brown, 2001). A qualitative approach enables the appreciation of many 

constructed realities, which are dynamically shaped and interpreted, conceding that there is 

no single, observable common truth (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Braun and Clarke (2013) 

propose that a qualitative approach is useful for acknowledging the subjective experience of 

the participants while being flexible enough to integrate a theoretical framework to support 

the research. The aim was to develop an understanding of the girls’ experience through an 

enquiring lens, learning more about the social and cultural influences informed by the 

theoretical frameworks of social constructionism, Foucault and Butler. These aims 

additionally incorporate understanding that my position as a researcher brings my own 

subjectivity to the research, and that my constructed reality played a role in the research 

process, which will be discussed in the reflexivity section later in this chapter. 

2.1.2. Ontological and Epistemological Position 

Qualitative research grounded in a social constructionist epistemology was applied to the 

research, focusing on the language individuals use to produce their own realities through 

lived experiences and constructed knowledge (Willig, 2013). A social constructionist position 



36 

 

 

 

fundamentally rejects a realist approach, rejecting the idea that a single reality or truth exists, 

which can simply be observed (Burr, 2015). Social constructionist theory does not focus 

solely on individual motivation and accounts, but rather explores the socio-cultural contexts 

and structural conditions expressed in language that emerge from individual accounts (Burr, 

1995). The research was designed to explore how teenage girls construct their experiences of 

social media, presenting themselves online and constructing their own sense of self online. 

By undertaking a social constructionist approach, the research does not look for the right or 

wrong answer or the truth but rather to understand the socio-cultural environment teenage 

girls occupy and the implications and consequences (Crotty, 1998; Willig, 2013). 

A social constructionist approach allows for an appreciation of the power relations 

involved in social processes. While the research focuses on the girls’ self-presentation, it 

explored the interaction within a broader context of players in that socio-cultural 

environment, considering that these relations are not incidental or coincidental, rather they 

occur within systems and structures that influence and shape certain outcomes (Burr, 1995). 

The research aims to consider and explore why the girls constructed their experiences in a 

particular manner, allowing room in the research design to explore whose interests the girls’ 

actions and behaviours benefit, acknowledging that power plays a role. The data was 

analysed and integrated with the aim of gaining a deeper understanding into the power 

relations that evolve and exist online, and potentially influencing the girls’ posting and self-

presentation (Willig, 1999). 

Social constructionism provides an opportunity to explore the language the girls used, as 

language plays a role in constructing events and forms of knowledge, as well as acting as a 

tool to shape and direct social action, both their own and that of others (Potter & Wetherell, 

1987). Willig (2008) referred to “action orientation” whereby exploration of talk and 

language can be useful in analysing the girls’ actions, particularly gaining an understanding 

of the dialogue of influence and how this is played out and reflected online, not merely 

exploring what they say and talk about, but gaining insight into their actions, what they “do” 

online. The use of language and particularly a focus on discourse is relevant here as a 

theoretical approach within social constructionism that influences how knowledge is 

produced. The application of discourse analysis becomes relevant in providing patterns of 

meaning, providing ways of expressing, and comprises not only insight into individuals, but 
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reflects the thoughts and actions of the cohort (Foucault & Gordon, 1980). Discourse will be 

discussed more broadly later in this chapter in relation to design and the data analysis. 

Before moving on to the method section it is relevant to consider that knowledge changes 

over time, whereby knowledge is ever evolving and relative to time and space; just as our 

social world continues to change and evolve so do our subjective ideals and views of reality 

(Burr, 2015). A social constructionist approach to research accepts that social views and 

dominant thought are not static, but rather subject to change and evolution over time. Given 

the nature of social media, being a fast paced and constantly changing medium, it is relevant 

to use a theoretical approach such as social constructionism which recognises that cultural 

ideas are evolving and not static. 

2.2. Theoretical Framework: Positioning the Research Within a Theoretical Context 

The theoretical orientation of the project will be addressed and outlined, clarifying terms, 

concepts, and theories used throughout the research. The research broadly approaches 

subjectivity, gender, and culture using a social constructionist lens that draws from critical 

theory and discourse analysis, utilising both post-structuralist and postmodern concepts. This 

section will outline and define the concepts of discourse, gender, performance, neoliberalism, 

and power, specifically taking a post-feminist Foucauldian lens, outlining how these theories 

will be applied across the research and findings. 

2.2.1. Discourse 

Discourse is a key approach utilised throughout the research to incorporate the socio-

cultural influences, offering further understanding and exploration of the interaction between 

the key players: individuals (girls), peers, celebrities, brands, and the platforms. Discourse 

refers to the language the girls use not only on the surface to describe their experience, but 

goes further to create possibilities, rituals, and objects that through the creation of knowledge 

establish norms, which become shared and endorsed by the groups who adopt and internalise 

the discourse’s meaning and application (Wiggins, 2017). A discourse has the ability to 

create a “set of meanings, metaphors, representations, images, stories, statements and so on 

that in some way together produce a particular version of events” (Burr, 2003, p. 64). The 

landscape of online social media worlds contains narratives that represent and influence 

people, objects, and events, constructing a specific and tailored version of ideals: they are 

“practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak” (Foucault, 1972, p. 49). 
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Discourse provides a framework to describe and detail one’s actions and choices within; 

for example, there are several differing discourses that can be drawn upon to describe the 

actions and choices for any given subject within a discourse. To illustrate this, we could 

immediately think of multiple discourses for different versions of a girl, such as tomboy, 

princess, emo, gothic, surfer. Each of these discourses encompasses certain practices and 

standards that create a normality for that category of girl, establishing a protocol that has 

power and influence. A discourse is not formed at the individual level, nor is it authored by 

any single person; the discourse that exists within any given culture or environment exists 

outside the individual “outside oneself, beyond oneself in a sociality that has no single 

author” (Butler, 2004, p. 1). It has the power, however, to influence individuals’ actions. This 

ambiguity of a particular discourse makes it difficult to trace to any kind of origin, or to 

identify those that benefit from the discourse. 

Certain discourses have the power to benefit some groups and actors; those that benefit 

from the outcome of particular discourses are motivated to perpetuate and normalise these 

discourses (Wiggins, 2017). While discourses are not the actions of any one individual, they 

exist due to individuals participating, acting, and self-regulating in the take up of a particular 

discourse. What is shared across the discursive function is the production of the subject, a 

subject whose actions and practices create a truth or an accepted shared knowledge and social 

agreement for the subject that influences the self and the presentation of the self. From a 

postmodern and discursive point of view, the self is framed, not as the individual with unique 

thoughts and ideals, but rather a positioning whereby discourses can be played out and 

different performances of identities taken up (Butler, 2004). Butler would argue that the 

subjectivity of choices of clothes or hair style is not based upon a private sense of self but is a 

product of negotiations in which a discursive field of restraint is navigated (Butler, 2004) 

This is not to suggest that all individuals are passive and without agency, rather the aim is to 

highlight the power of discourses in influencing behaviour and actions with an awareness that 

outcomes are not always passive and without resistance. Butler’s post-structuralist approach 

to gender looks for fluidity and does not assume a fixed or binary position. By taking onboard 

a Butlerian approach the research was approached in a manner that does not infer traditional 

gender views, while at the same time it enables the research to being centred upon the way 

girls are constructed. 
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2.2.2. Discourses, Power, and Foucault 

The elevation and suppression of certain discourses are not coincidental and are often to 

the benefit of certain interests and institutions. Understanding the interconnectedness between 

the discourses of teenage girls, the girls’ subject positioning, and the social media platforms 

is relevant to explore when identifying the power relations, aiming to understand who or what 

benefits from the discourses and the actions of the girls. Using discourse analysis enables an 

exploration of the positioning of teenage girls online, providing a framework to tease out the 

discourses that the girls internalise, and which influence their self-presentation and actions 

online. 

Power. The notion of power will be explored from a Foucauldian lens, exploring how 

discourse, power, and knowledge function together to form a pathology of normalcy which 

has the ability to influence, normalise, and constrain both cohorts and individuals (Reynolds 

& Wetherell, 2003). Foucault suggests that ideological power can be harnessed from 

discourse, internalised in the subject, producing actions that are grounded in self-regulation, 

constraint, and normalcy (Wiggins, 2017). Foucault goes further and introduces the role of 

surveillance and how surveillance can play a role in power, rewarding and enforcing certain 

behaviours, not through disciplinary power established through laws and violence, but 

through the threat of abnormality and social exclusion. Foucault suggests that individuals 

undertake self-surveillance, watching themselves, monitoring and regulating the self, based 

upon a desire to conform to an internalised dominant discourse (Foucault & Gordon, 1980). 

Foucault applied the idea of the panopticon, or the eye that always sees, to illustrate how 

surveillance through the knowing gaze of the other can determine and enforce norms, which 

presents a “useful imperative and as a result of measurement, all the shading of individual 

differences” (Foucault, 1979, p.184). By applying a Foucauldian appreciation over the girls’ 

social media usage, we can observe highly specific and targeted signalling from peers, 

brands, and celebrities on what the norms of being a girl looks like and what actions are 

required to conform (Gill & Donaghue, 2016). 

Foucauldian theory takes understanding of power and gendering through discourse further 

to explore the actions of power and discourse that act on the body. Foucault’s (1976) 

conception of “biopower,” or the requirement of power acting on and governing the body, is 

important to the exploration of the influence of power and the role social media platforms 

have on influencing girls’ bodies and how their bodies are displayed. Foucault (1976) 
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describes biopower functioning through constructing the body as an object and leveraging the 

“distributive management of its forces” (p. 141) via the disciplinary power of internalised 

discourse. 

By regulating and acting upon the body, biopower disconnects people from their 

individual experiences and desires, and slowly and gradually introduces greater levels of 

control and self-regulation. Biopower can be useful in conceptualising how the normative 

discourses of teenage girls encourage them to view their bodies as objects, and to frequently 

be conscious of their physical appearance and presentation online. Today’s vast technological 

developments have expanded the scope of the panoptic gaze from the static to the now vastly 

interactive and constant dynamic nature of social media, potentially increasing the girls’ 

positioning of being constantly observed and under surveillance both by the self and others. 

Through the concept of external and internal surveillance, standards for normalcy enable and 

perhaps facilitate the erosion of individual differences, which has the effect of strengthening 

normative discourses thus normalising particular standards and values. Foucault argued and 

Foucauldian theorists support the idea that power is “no longer repressive, but productive; 

does not say no but yes; does not prevent, but invent” (Caputo & Yount, 1993, p. 8). Foucault 

suggests that; “normalization becomes one of the great instruments of power” in a 

disciplinary society (Foucault, 1975, p. 184). 

Dominant Discourse and Resistance. Foucault’s (1988) use of terms such as the 

“panoptic” gaze, which suggest individuals are being observed and also observing others 

leads to an internalising of the dominant discourse, a regulation, monitoring, and control of 

their own behaviour in order to be compliant to a standard that a dominant discourse 

propagates. This idea of Foucault’s was employed in my research, particularly the role of the 

constant gaze online and how that may influence individuals and be reflected in conformity to 

cultural norms. By using this approach, I was not looking for themes in the data in isolation, 

but was exploring the data for evidence of dominant discourses, patterns of speech, and 

behaviours that reflected the existence of a dominant approach in teenage girls’ social media 

usage, with the power to influence the girls’ online self-presentations. 

Using a Foucauldian lens for analysing the data for themes provides the ability to question 

the girls’ ability to resist, reject, challenge, or conform to particular constructions of 

discourses. This was particularly interesting when looking at their ideal of beauty and 

appearance online. This approach allowed me to explore beyond the individual and tease out 
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the role social structures and institutions potentially play in regulating the actions and 

behaviours of the girls based upon social rules and norms that social media platforms 

propagate. That is not to say the girls act without individual choice. Notions of agency and 

choice offer an alternative view that individuals can stand outside the social norms and power 

structures and to some extent challenge and alter those structures. Burr (1995, p.153) argues 

for an alternative view “that we both actively produce and manipulate and are products of 

[discourse]; discourse allows us the possibility of personal and social change through our 

capacity to identity, understand and resist the discourses that we are also subject to.” A 

Foucauldian informed thematic analysis allows me to identify and explore the dominant 

discourses influencing the girls, while at the same time identifying spaces of resistance within 

that framework. 

Dominant discourses are a social construct, thus susceptible to change and challenge 

(Burr, 1995). This suggests that the construct of truth is vulnerable to challenge and change, 

creating the possibility of change which can arise in the form of resistance. Foucault and 

Gordon (1980) definition of power encompasses the idea of resistance that has the power to 

produce counter-discourses, producing new knowledge, truth’s new powers (Ramazanoglu, 

1993). Change and challenging the dominant discourses is certainly not easy, as discourses 

are embedded in social structures and often support positions of power; therefore, to invoke 

change is often to challenge existing and stable practices, structures, and power relations 

(Burr, 1995). Individual actions for change are often grounded and mediated by social 

conditions such as inequity in structure and power, thus the conditions that create individuals’ 

subjectivity can facilitate cause for individual action (Willig, 1999). 

2.2.3. Neoliberalism 

The focus as outlined earlier in the chapter was on discourse and gender, occurring in an 

arena (social media platforms) that at its core is a marketplace, where neoliberalism is the 

dominant ideology (Elias & Gill, 2018; McRobbie, 2015; Rutherford, 2018; Scharff, 2016). 

Therefore, understanding neoliberalism in the context of social media platforms is relevant to 

both the girls’ interactions and the social constructionist approach taken in the research. This 

section will outline the evolution and background of the rise of neoliberalism. Understanding 

this is relevant from a social constructionist viewpoint, providing context pertaining to the 

environment the girls are operating within online, whereby the ideology of a free market, 

promotion of competition and getting ahead, provides an eco-system where social media has 

expanded beyond a photo and image share platform to a transactional marketplace, an online 
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place where people are buying and selling goods and services. The context of social media as 

a marketplace provides another dimension to understanding the nuances and the potential 

power of social media platforms, with their tools and functionality, to influence their users. 

Given teenage girls are heavy users of these platforms, gaining further insight into the role 

the systems and the key players (brands and influencers) play in influencing the girls’ 

thoughts and behaviours is important in further expanding the current social media literature 

to gain deep knowledge around the power structures and to help understand the potential 

impacts and outcomes. 

Neoliberal ideology grew out of economic theory, prioritising free markets and reducing 

government intervention, with innovation and hard work as the key qualities to market 

success and happiness (Girerd & Bonnot, 2020). Neoliberalism evolved in Europe between 

the two world wars (1920–30s) in a response to social democratic measures that were rising 

in the United Kingdom and America as a response to Nazism and Communism (Brown, 

2003). Economists in Europe, such as Friedrich Hayek, and the American, Milton Friedman 

suggested that government planning and interference were crushing individualism, leading to 

totalitarian outcomes (Brown, 2003). These ideas of reducing government influence appealed 

to the wealthy who could see the benefits. However, it did not gain traction until the 1970s. 

Post-World War II, Keynesian economics dominated as western governments sought to 

improve social outcomes, increase public services, and provide safety nets to those in need 

(Dean, 2008, p. 49). When world leaders Reagan, Thatcher and, in Australia, Fraser took 

control during the late 1970s and 80s, there was a push to swing things the other way, 

reducing government interference. This was initially delivered via the wealthy receiving 

significant tax cuts, reducing trade union influence, and rises in privatisation (Brown, 2003). 

Public services became either deregulated, privatised, or outsourced, while at the same time 

individualism, consumerism, and anti-interventionist discourses were promoted across 

western democracies (Girerd & Bonnot, 2020). Neoliberal ideology was then embraced and 

extended by subsequent US Presidents, Bush (1989–1993) and Clinton (1993–2001), and 

with the support of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, neoliberal policies 

were imposed on many countries around the globe via inferior trade agreements, dismantling 

of public services in exchange for loans, and the removal of price control (Dean, 2008). 

Businesses in western democracies were now free from the constraints of government and 

creating a monopoly indicated success (Dean, 2008). 
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Across western countries, such as the United States of America, the United Kingdom, and 

Australia the state reduced its social investments in health, education, and public welfare, 

citizens were encouraged to emulate businesses: to take control of their lives, to upskill, to 

always be improving the self in order to feel happy and successful, the ultimate demonstrate 

freedom (Adams et al., 2019; Beattie, 2019; Esposito & Perez, 2014). The free market was 

believed to ensure everyone gravitates to what they are best capable of doing and, in turn, 

everyone will get what they deserve (Dean, 2008). As argued by Mooney (2012, p. 35), 

neoliberals believe that the nature of good society is based on the right of individuals to make 

their own choices and to maximise their own individual good in whatever ways they want. 

The good of the whole is simply a summation of the good of the individuals. When citizens 

are constituted as free, enterprising individuals who govern themselves, and like businesses 

take on the attributes of initiative, self-reliance, self-mastery, and risk taking, it follows that 

they must maintain both physical and mental peak performance to reduce dependence on 

state intervention, and as a result we started seeing a rise in health, fitness, and empowerment 

messaging (Camacho-Miñano et al., 2019). 

Within neoliberalism the individual is positioned as fully responsible for their 

circumstances regardless of the ways in which their choices are constrained. Poverty or 

misfortune is positioned and portrayed as the individual’s failure; the individual has the 

“wrong” attitude or a lack of positive affect, suggesting their predicament has nothing to do 

with an unequal society or its institution and structures (Adams et al., 2019; Mooney, 2012; 

Sugarman, 2015). The individual becomes responsible for social risks such as illness, 

unemployment, and poverty, and this responsibility is transferred from government and 

society to being the individual’s problem and of their own self doing. As long as citizens are 

focused on themselves, their desires, and pursuits, they are detached from collective 

concerns, and the socio-political status quo goes largely unexamined and unquestioned. 

A Foucauldian approach identifies the impact of neoliberalism not merely as policy 

change, the dismantling of the welfare state and the shift to an economic dominant free 

markets, but explores the impact on the political subjects (Oksala, 2013). It can be argued that 

while there may be less government control there is not necessarily less governance. Rather, 

there is a reconfiguring that is not about overt power but how the governmentality works in 

the interest of shaping a pro-corporate, free trading commodified market (Larner, 2000). An 

aspect of neoliberal governmentality is not just the reduction of market regulation, but more 
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broadly, the blurred lines created between the social and the economic. The concept of 

competition and market rationality has seeped beyond an economically regulated market into 

everyday social practices (Oksala, 2013). Foucault and others questioned the common 

perception of neoliberalism as lack of government, rather suggesting that society has been 

repositioned and organised according to competition, whereby competition is not a natural 

phenomenon but a formal mechanism that allows inequalities to occur in a way that promotes 

economic stimulation and effective allocation of resources (Oksala, 2013). Competition in a 

free-market economy has been positioned in recent times as globally and economically 

central to all aspects of society. 

The neoliberal governmentality has seen the rise of a new feminine neoliberal subject who 

is said to make free choices based upon rational economic calculation, so that a neoliberal 

feminist is positioned as wanting it all and able to have it all: home, money, power, and 

success. Oksala describes the intensification of neoliberal governmentality producing women 

as subjects who are: “atomic, autonomous subjects of interest competing for the economic 

opportunities available” (2013, p. 39), whereby "women,” and “feminist politics” are not 

natural apolitical objects, rather they are shaped and constructed by the social, political, and 

economic changes occurring in our social world (Oksala, 2013). Social media is a powerful 

tool that has the ability to promote and reinforce certain viewpoints. Applying a neoliberal 

lens within a social constructionist approach allows the researcher to delve into the 

positioning of women online and explore how that is potentially impacting and influencing 

teenage girls’ behaviours online. This is particularly relevant given the global scale and daily 

usage of social media, whereby there is a constructed environment that provides an ideal 

place for Butler’s repetitive citationality to occur and flourish, the power of repetition playing 

a role in girls’ performance online, reinforcing dominant discourses which have the power to 

further influence and constrain future online activity and more broadly construct assumed 

knowledge within cohorts. 

2.3. Ethical Considerations 

This research project was granted ethical approval by the Human Research Ethics 

Committee at Charles Sturt University (Protocol H19132). The researcher aimed to ensure 

participants were informed, consenting, and respected ethically throughout the process. 

The aim of involving teenagers in the research was to give them a voice and respect them 

as adolescents, acknowledging that they have a valid contribution to make to research. 
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The girls were volunteers who provided informed consent (along with parental 

consent). The project respects both their and their parents’ ability to agree to participate 

while at the same time acting ethically and as per the National Statement 4.2.14 and 

Australian Psychological Society ethical guidelines. 

2.3.1. Critical Approach to Ethics 

Part of producing a piece of work such as a research thesis requires the complete 

undertaking to be bound by and adhere to the ethical guidelines of the university and the 

profession. As such the approach to undertake human research in Australia was informed by 

the Human Ethical Research Guidelines and the Australian Psychological Ethical Guidelines, 

structures which govern the framework informing research. However, the approach taken to 

research did not ignore the concern that conventional ethics is bound up in the ideal that 

adolescent participants are vulnerable and the guidelines are designed to correct a perceived 

imbalance of power between the participant and the researcher or in this case the 

researcher/psychologist (Parker, 2005). As such, ethics is often grounded in the control of 

power and focused upon ensuring equity (Parker, 2005). While my focus was to ensure an 

equal relationship between myself and the participant, it was not without an awareness of the 

problematic concerns pertaining to critical discourse research. This includes the notion of 

what is fair, moral, and ethical is perceived as something defined universally. The dominant 

discourse of ethics becomes part of the societal norms which can in themselves be 

constrained by the dominant discourses pertaining, in this case to both research and 

psychology. The approach of this research while grounded in the ethical guidelines attempted 

to maintain an awareness of the institutional constraints at play to ensure that the research 

was enabling the girls’ voices to be heard and understood in a manner that attempted to give 

them a degree of agency on this topic, one that is very much their domain. 

2.3.2. Ethical Approach Implemented 

Conducting qualitative research with a group such as teenagers requires certain processes 

to ensure it is done ethically, but also in a way that allows the girls to have a voice in the 

literature. My roles as a researcher, psychologist, and mother of teenage children positioned 

me as an individual trained to listen and observe, while at the same time having the 

experience to respond appropriately should a risk emerge during the data collection phase. 

Additionally, my subject positioning aided in facilitating research that aimed to act in the 

best interest of the girls ensuring no harm was done. Measures were put in place to 

ensure the girls' safety, such as a consent form that the parents and the girls signed 



46 

 

 

 

providing formal written consent, as well as careful verbal discussions at several points 

to ensure the girls and their parents understood their consent. During the interviews a 

considered choice of location was made based upon comfort for girls and parents, 

providing an environment where the girls felt secure and safe. The interviews were  

largely held in their own homes (apart from one), giving the parents options to be close 

by to increase safety considerations, although far enough away from parents and siblings 

to ensure privacy, so they were not overheard. 

The interview structure and question guide were designed to take into consideration 

other ethical concerns, whereby the content focus was on online processes and actions 

rather than relationships, thus minimising the risk of emotional distress.There were 

contingency plans in place should one of the girls become upset by something discussed ; 

however, this did not occur. The following risks and burdens were identified during the 

ethics stage and mitigation plans were in place, although they did not need to be 

invoked. Firstly discomfort, the risk that participants might find the topic uncomfortable, 

although this was minimal as much of the interview schedule focused on things they do 

rather than relationships. Teenagers were engaged as subject experts and were granted 

the ability to steer the conversation away from sensitive topics. Secondly, because of 

potential emotional distress around self-esteem and identity is common, in discussing 

identity and sense of self, there was a risk that a girl’s confidence could be affected and  

she could become emotionally upset. Third, in terms of disclosing harm, there was a 

small risk that the girls had indeed experienced harm, and I would be inflicting harm 

when discussing a triggering topic. In undertaking the interviews, in the end, there was 

no need to enact any of the risk mitigation plans. 

Only information gathered in the interviews was used in data gathering and analysis. 

Data was not sourced from third parties relating to the participants. All related data files 

have been kept on a password protected computer that has been backed up to a password 

protected hard drive. Files have not been distributed or shared beyond the project team, 

and will be kept for a minimum of five years to allow for completion of the thesis and a 

reasonable timeframe for publications and conference presentations on the topic.  
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2.4. Methods 

2.4.1. Participants 

Participant Selection. As the aim of the research was to explore how teenage girls use 

social media, the inclusion criterion was teenage girls aged between 13 and 17 years who use 

social media and live in Australia. The target age of the teenage girls aligned with the 

minimum age requirement of 13 years as set by the major social media sites. This includes 

Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat. The research did not include girls below 13 years and set 

the ceiling age at 17 years to focus on high school age teenagers rather than those who have 

left school. Much of the existing literature on youth online focuses on 18–24-year-olds and 

particularly participants attending university. The exclusion criteria were anyone with a 

cognitive (mental) impairment and anyone who is not fluent in English. The exclusion criteria 

were to avoid ambiguity in cultural or language differences in the research as the focus is on 

average Australian teenager experiences. Additionally, those with limited cognitive ability 

were excluded due to concerns pertaining to their ability to understand informed consent. 

These groups of people mentioned as being excluded from this research should be researched 

in relation to social media; however, that was beyond the scope of this study. 

The number of participants chosen was centred on determining sampling adequacy rather 

than generalisability of the findings (O’Reilly & Parker, 2013). There is much debate in the 

literature on the number of participants required from a homogeneous group to achieve 

saturation and sampling adequacy (Baker & Edwards, 2012). Data saturation refers to the 

point when there are no more surprises or any emergence of new patterns in the data 

(Gaskell, 2000), whereas sampling adequacy refers to demonstrating that both depth and 

breadth of information are achieved (Bowen, 2008). In adopting a social constructionist 

approach the aim was to achieve sampling adequacy while at the same time ensuring 

theoretical sampling coverage (Charmaz, 2006). Based upon existing research methods and 

the current research problem I targeted a minimum of 20–25 teenager participants to achieve 

sampling adequacy. This number was monitored and revised and at 24 participants I felt both 

data saturation and coverage had been achieved. Teenagers participating in the research were 

offered a thank you gift voucher for their time. This was in the form of a gift voucher valued 

at $20. 

Participant Summary. Twenty-four girls were interviewed in Sydney, Australia. The 

average age was 14.8 years with a spread of girls from 13 years to 17 years. The girls were 

split fairly equally across private (13) and public schools (11) and across all girls’ schools 
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(13) and co-educational schools (11). The table in appendix A briefly outlines each girl’s key 

demographics, including age, type of school, and some family background data about 

parents’ cultural backgrounds, work, and education levels. A large proportion of the girls’ 

parents were university educated and worked in professional jobs, suggesting a relatively 

high level of affluence. The majority of the girls were of Anglo Caucasian background. 

Additionally, as I was able to attend most of the girls’ homes, I was able to infer a level of 

affluence from their home by both postcode and actual household appearance. The level of 

specificity in the data suggest that the girls were homogeneous, coming from white, educated, 

and affluent backgrounds, indicating an urban middle to upper middle-class socio-economic 

categorisation. 

2.4.2. Procedures 

Recruitment. After receiving ethical approval (Protocol H19132), I recruited 24 

participants. This was achieved by first preparing a marketing flyer which was placed on 

various public online platforms, such as Facebook groups in the Sydney area and additionally 

posted on Facebook and Instagram pages within my own public and private network. I 

selected the participants on a first come basis for arranging pre-interview discussions and 

following interview. 

Initial Contact. The flyer included an email address to encourage potential participants to 

enquire about the research project. When potential participants emailed and expressed an 

interest in the project, I provided further information about the research, detailing what was 

involved and requirements for participation in the research. The flyer did not outline either 

inclusion or exclusion criteria; therefore, it was important to check whether the girls were 

suitable for taking part in the research. If the participant was suitable and interested, I emailed 

both the girl and her parents a participant information sheet and consent form (Appendix B), 

which outlined the research in detail, enabling them to make an informed decision about 

participating. It should be note that the participant information statement and the recruitment 

material used the term “ I want to be just like you” which may inadvertently encouraged a 

certain type of person to participate in the study.  

Interview Sessions. The majority of the interviews were held in each girl’s family home. 

The exceptions included one participant for whom I pre-booked a room within a local library 

for our interview, and two occurred via Zoom. Before attending the interview, I had the 

participant and their parent/guardian sign and return the consent form via email. Prior to 

commencing the interview, I checked the girls were comfortable to proceed and then went 
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over the participant information sheet. I allowed time for the girls to ask any questions. A few 

asked what types of questions I would ask, specifically what the interview process involved. I 

took time to explain the process, stipulating that I was going to ask them lots of questions 

about their social media usage, assuring them that there were no right or wrong answers, and 

explained that they could tell me as much or as little as they liked. I had already set the 

expectation before the interview that it would be around 60 minutes in length. The interviews 

were all conducted in a private space where no one else could overhear or participate in the 

interview. 

Background Demographics Data Collection. Before the interviews began, I asked each 

girl some background demographic questions. The aim was to gain an understanding of each 

participant’s background and cultural influences. This included questions about age, 

ethnicity, and education, both their own and parents’ so that the breadth and specificity of the 

participant group could be understood. The girls were asked about their cultural background, 

where they were born, and the ethnic background of their parents. They were also asked 

where they went to school, capturing if it was a private or public school, all girls or co-

educational. If it was a private school, the type of private school was also captured, in this 

case being independent and/or religious. The girls were also asked what their parents did for 

employment, and this provided a broad insight into the educational level and socio-economic 

positioning of their families. Once this was captured the formal interview commenced. 

Semi-Structured Interviews. My objective was to create an environment where the girls 

felt comfortable and were able to share their experiences and explore their social media usage 

with me. Finlay (2009) suggested that qualitative data collection that produces detailed and 

rich data requires an environment where participants can interact and speak freely. She 

suggests that this works best when the researcher is enquiring and attentive to the 

participants’ descriptions and experiences. Semi-structured interviews were chosen to 

facilitate the creation of an intimate environment between myself and girls, promoting 

rapport development and the creation of a comfortable environment to discuss the girls’ 

experiences online (Finlay, 2009). The nature of one-to-one interviews provides the girls time 

and space to think, ponder, and express their thoughts, providing them with an environment 

to feel heard in, a non-judgemental space. Semi-structured interviews provided flexibility for 

both the participant and me to think, respond, and to discuss the data at hand. Additionally, 

there was flexibility to offer up questions emerging from the discussion (Willig, 2013). As 

suggested by Willig (2013) I gave importance to establishing a rapport with the girls from the 
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moment of initial interaction to help the girls feel comfortable talking and opening up about 

their social media posting and self-presentation online. 

Interview Schedule. An interview schedule (Appendix C) was developed to act as a guide 

only, providing coverage for the semi-structured interviews. While questions were developed 

as a guide to ensure coverage of themes, they were not designed to be implemented verbatim 

or to distract from free flowing discussion of the participant. The interview schedule was 

built up from themes and areas of interest that I wanted to ensure were covered, and to 

provide consistency across the cohort. The themes were developed out of the research 

question and the current literature on social media usage and self-presentation online. The 

interview questions were the next level of detail that sat under each theme. As Finlay (2009) 

advises, the schedule was built from simple to more complex, so the first few questions were 

simple, being about social media platforms used, what they looked at, and when they used 

them. The aim was to help put the girls at ease and build rapport. The interview schedule 

built up and worked gradually towards more detailed and deeper issues. The interview 

schedule was revised and reappraised with my supervisors, ensuring there was adequate 

coverage to address the research question. 

Interview Capture. Interviews ranged from approximately 40–90 minutes in duration and 

were recorded on a digital voice recording app on my phone; the data was subsequently 

deleted from my phone and transferred onto my laptop and stored in a password protected 

file. 

Post-Interview Reflexivity. After each interview I made notes on the immediate thoughts 

that came to mind, attempting to capture a spontaneous analysis of the thoughts and emotions 

triggered in me during each interview. This formed the basis of my interview journal and 

reflexivity section later in this chapter. The journal aimed to capture my initial impressions of 

each interview, covering overall feelings and thoughts. Prior to and during the analysis phase 

I revisited these notes to reground myself in the data capture experience and to help reconnect 

with the individual girls and their voices. After interviewing 24 girls and then changing each 

name to a pseudonym, it was often hard to visualise or feel connected to the actual girls. 

Throughout the analysis phase, going back to the journal helped me to stay connected with 

the data. 

Data Confidentiality. During the individual interviews of the girls, their real names 

were used. However, post recording a pseudonym was applied to each girl and used at all 

times in the data analysis and any publication or distribution of data relating to the 
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thesis. At all stages of data analysis, writing of results and discussion, the data on ly 

referenced a girl’s pseudonym. Other identifying nouns were de-identified in the same 

manner. A single password protected spreadsheet document mapped the teenage girls’ 

real names to pseudonyms, which were stored on my PC, separate to all other thesis 

related documentation. The girls and their parents or guardians signed consent forms 

using their real name, which were electronically stored, password protected, and 

originals shredded. 

Transcription. I used a combination of transcribing the interviews myself, to ensure a 

connection to the data, along with a transcription service to transcribe a set of interviews, 

given the volume of data. All transcripts were double-checked for accuracy post-

transcription. The approach to transcribing was to maintain a level of detail in the data by 

reflecting nuances such as pauses and laughter in the speech. The aim was to preserve the 

richness of the girls’ data, to remain connected to the original representation of the girls 

during the analysis process (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

2.5. Method of Analysis 

2.5.1. Foucauldian Informed Thematic Analysis 

Thematic Analysis (TA). Thematic Analysis was chosen as the method for analysing the 

data, with the purpose of identifying and reporting patterns or themes within the qualitative 

data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). TA is a widely used method in qualitative research, both within 

psychology and more broadly. However, it is often criticised as being too simple and not 

grounded within a theoretical framework in comparison to other methodologies which are 

theoretically informed, such as grounded theory or interpretative phenomenological analysis 

(IPA) (Braun & Clarke, 2006). TA has been criticised for being a less established method of 

analysis, when used without a theoretical position to provide parameters and a framework for 

analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). However, TA is not designed to be devoid of theory, rather, 

it has the flexibility to ground the research in a theoretical framework that best supports the 

nature of the research (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Due to the flexibility of TA, many versions of TA exist, which means the approach has the 

flexibility for researchers to utilise their own set of underlying assumptions and procedures 

based upon their suitability to the research (Braun & Clarke, 2006). TA encompasses two 

differing approaches: (1) a positivist framework, which emphasises “code reliability” 

(Boyatzis, 1998; Guest et al., 2012; Joffe, 2012), focused on identifying a deductive realist 

view grounded in the data, or alternatively (2) an approach more inductive and suited to 
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qualitative research. This approach to TA is exploratory, whereby coding and theme 

development acknowledge the role the researcher plays within the research (e.g., Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). This exploratory type of TA is an adaptable research method that provides a 

detailed yet flexible procedure for generating codes and themes from the girls’ data (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). TA is a bottom-up framework that starts with the smallest units of data, the 

interesting and meaningful words, phrases, and sentences that interest the researcher when 

reading through each transcript multiple times. It is these units of analysis that start to form 

codes (Boyatzis, 1998). It is from these initial codes that the researcher starts to see patterns 

emerging. The clumping together of codes produces patterns of meaning within the data 

which becomes a framework for the development of themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The 

themes become a mechanism for organising and reporting the researcher’s analytical 

observations of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). To provide rigour and credibility to the 

research the approach to coding and development of themes stems from the researcher’s 

epistemological stance and assumptions. 

Based upon the qualitative social constructionist approach to the research I have adopted 

an approach to TA influenced by the work of Braun and Clarke. TA allowed the researcher to 

explore the data for recurring patterns across the data, taking an active role in coding the data, 

and forming and interrogating the themes, while remaining cognisant that the process is 

informed by a theoretical understanding. The themes reflect important aspects of the data 

pertaining to variability and consistency across the data set. A theoretical framework enables 

an overlay of questions to interrogate the data (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). An example of 

how this was applied, was considering the Foucauldian theoretical framework when 

exploring themes, the analysis deviates from an inductive data driven approach to a theory 

driven form of TA, thus allowing socio-cultural contexts and material conditions to be 

considered and applied within a theoretical and social constructionist approach (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). 

Influence of Foucauldian Ideas. A significant characteristic of drawing upon 

Foucauldian ideas within a TA analysis was the nuanced manner in which these ideas and 

approaches could inform analytics questions, while teasing out the various contexts 

pertaining to subject positioning and cultural influences (Coopoosamy, 2014). The literature 

review, theoretical framework, and research questions informed the application of the 

following areas of Foucauldian theory: discourses, subject positions, problematisations, and 
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action orientated behaviour, all of which were used to support the identification of codes and 

themes during analysis (Coopoosamy, 2016). 

Discourses. Understanding the importance of discourses and the role discourses play in 

my research was relevant to how this topic was going to be discussed, analysed, and 

interpreted. In this approach discourse is constructed through language but is not limited to a 

linguistic level of meaning (Hall, 2001). Discourse encompasses the relationship between 

rules and statements and refers to a version of events as outlined by Burr (2003, p. 64), “a set 

of meanings, metaphors, representations, images, stories, statements.” Within a social 

constructionist epistemology lens, the available discourses which constrain, and limit social 

action can be explored, particularly exploring the degree of constraint, what action takes 

place and what is in the shadow of that action (Willig, 2013). The girls are interacting with 

social media platforms, systems that have their own rules and processes, and thus examining 

the interaction and possible implication of the system rules is relevant to understanding both 

the construct of discourse and its application. In society, the girls are surrounded by 

numerous discourses and each construct’s meaning differently and raises its own issues and 

implications (Burr, 2003). We could argue that any dominant discourse has the power to 

create and influence its own truth and reality. This is particularly relevant in the context of 

issues such as identity, power, and change which are all relevant to my research (Burr, 1995), 

whereby certain accounts and descriptors withstand various social norms and practices to the 

exclusion of others, highlighting the importance in the data to explore inclusion and 

exclusion, winners and losers (Reynolds & Wetherell, 2003). From this perspective, we can 

observe that discourses have the ability to constrain and regulate what we as individuals 

think, feel, and say, and thus have the ability to influence outcomes for individuals and 

cohorts following and adhering to these cultural norms (Willig, 2008). 

The research explored the girls’ accounts of their self-presentation within a collective 

position without completely ignoring the individual. The concept of the “relational self” 

(Gergen, 2009) constructs a reality whereby the self emerges from a process of engagement 

and interaction with others and their existence and interactions within the social world. The 

research explores the girls’ intersection and interaction with the dominant discourses, 

acknowledging the role that discursive action plays in influencing the self and the action of 

the self (Reynolds & Wetherell, 2003). Additionally, discourses act as a performance, 

whereby an individual’s dialogue is essentially performative in function, and bound by the 

cultural relationship it is embedded within (Butler, 2009). Finally, discursive actions are 
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relationally rooted, drawing on the language, activities and patterns that emerge and playout 

within a culture (Burr, 1995). 

It is relevant to consider how discourses can encompass an element of identity, having the 

ability to narrow choice and leave individuals and groups with few alternatives, 

acknowledging that choice can be limited, with the only option being to adopt the positioning 

of the discourses that surround us (Burr, 1995). This position highlights the connection 

between social constructionism, the application of TA, and how discourses can influence and 

create power relations, which have social, political, and/or economic effects. To explore 

power inequalities in aspects of society such as social media, it is important to examine how 

particular discursive practices construct and maintain forms of influence and power in the 

girls’ social lives. I am particularly interested in exploring and understanding the discourses, 

how they come into play and are reflected in the girls’ language and behaviours and 

exploring and gaining an understanding of elements of constraint and influence on the 

teenage girls (Burr, 2015). 

Foucauldian-Informed Analysis. A Foucauldian-informed analysis is interested in the 

power relations that influence the discourses available through either constraints or rules or 

conditions (McHoul & Grace, 1993), and where actions becoming meaningful within 

discourse (Hall, 2001). The girls’ discourses were explored through understanding the 

environment that they were operating in and the power structures that influenced and perhaps 

constrained their actions. An understanding of relevant discourses for the girls supported an 

exploration of subject positions, which are considered to be based upon culturally available 

discourses according to Burr (2015). Some key Foucauldian frameworks that were applied to 

the research include subject positioning, problematisation, practices, and subjectification. 

Foucault. As discussed in the introduction and earlier in this chapter part of the 

researcher’s theoretical framework was informed by the work of Foucault, influencing the 

designing of the research, and it likewise played a role in the approach to data analysis. The 

TA approach taken was grounded in the ideas of Foucault, and I explored the data and coded 

themes through this lens with the aim of exploring the relationship between power and 

knowledge, viewing power as installed through knowledge, whereby power functions and 

takes effect via discourses. Foucault (1980, p.194) sees power as being productive, “power 

produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth.” He is suggesting that 

power is not necessarily repressive but rather produces knowledge, meaning, and structures 

that can influence our behaviours and actions (Pylpa, 1998). Discourses have the ability to 
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provide legitimacy with constructs of power facilitating their authority while at the same time 

undermining others. It is through this action of power that subject positioning forms, 

potentially enabling people and groups to be effectively influenced, regulated, or constrained 

(Foucault, 1988; Pylpa, 1998). A Foucauldian approach provides an ability to talk about the 

subject positioning which teenage girls occupy, specifically when they draw upon and evoke 

particular discourses, reinforcing that these are the dominant discourses influencing their 

actions (Burr, 2015). The research is able to explore actions and activities that are both 

encouraged and limited through discourse, detailing the influences on the girls and their 

subject positioning within and by dominant discourses (Burr, 2003). 

Subject Positions: Subject positions are made possible by discourses that have the ability 

to create, promote, and even constrain social actions. The subject positioning has the power 

to influence the identity within that positioning. Within the present study, the discourse leads 

the girls to construct a subject position that relates to their power, and constraints 

experienced, within the framework of social media platforms. However, there does seem to 

be a spill over affect from online into the offline world. Kendall and Wickham (1999) 

emphasise the importance of acknowledging and exploring the way in which subjects, power, 

and knowledge are connected. For example, the construction of female beauty online is likely 

to be based on conditions that relate to power and an aspirational desire to achieve that level 

of power, which is often operationalised as popularity. 

Problematisation. The literature does suggest that teenage girls’ use of social media can 

be viewed as problematic. Whether that be they are spending too much time online, they are 

sexualising themselves, or that they are being bullied, the positioning of the girls can be seen 

as problematic and related to counter-discourses (Arribas-Ayllon & Walkerdine, 2008). The 

literature review explored a problematisation in relation to usage and potentially psycho-

social impacts, such as depression, anxiety, and body image issues. Foucauldian awareness of 

problematisation allows for exploration of themes that include a combination of issues arising 

in the lived experience of the teenage girls. 

Practices. Within a Foucauldian-informed analysis, practices refer to this element of 

social action that is made possible through subject positions (Willig, 2008). As mentioned 

above, the problematisation of the girls online appears to have been made possible through 

concerns with how invested they are in social media. Attending to these practices, a 

Foucauldian informed TA enabled theme formation to include aspects of action orientation, 

allowing me to look at the girls’ calls to action online, not just their self-presentation but the 
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action orientated behaviours, such as purchasing decisions and behaviours online that are 

very action orientated and grounded in the doing. 

Subjectification refers to the way subject positions are constructed through processes 

relating to power or domination or relating to the self. For example, processes where 

individuals regulate themselves according to a dominant discourse (Arribas-Ayllon & 

Walkerdine, 2008). Through applying an understanding of subject positions within a thematic 

analysis, I was able to examine identities occupied by the girls related to social and relational 

issues. A Foucauldian influenced approach was also useful when exploring the notion of 

choice and agency. Foucault’s idea of “biopower,” as described earlier in the chapter, 

constructs the body as an object that disconnects people from the individual body and 

introduces greater regulation through self-surveillance and self-disciplinary practices. This 

approach was relevant when looking at the girls’ self-presentation online. The idea of 

subjugation, a form of power based on the belief that people are unaware of the influences on 

them, while they idealise that their behaviours and action are their own choice and for their 

own self-improvement; for example, the level of self-monitoring and self-regulation is 

believed to be a choice not influenced by systems and structures (Burr, 1995). Foucault 

(1980) argues that power has the ability to disguise itself, and its strength is in the ability to 

masquerade power as an individual choice as opposed to a system of power and influence. 

This links into the notion of agency, the neoliberal, capitalist free market ideal that we all 

operate within, that suggests we have choice. Similarly, the girls also echoed that they have 

choice; however, what I was particularly interested in is the girls’ ability to be self-aware of 

the intersection between choice and feeling obligated to adhere to the discourses that appear 

to frame their behaviours online. 

2.6. Analysing the Data 

After carefully considering the theoretical grounding, goals, and limitations of the project, 

I designed a method for analysis that acknowledged and applied my theoretical framework 

while employing the girls’ words to inform the analysis and findings. As highlighted, a social 

constructionist epistemology and Foucauldian theory informed the chosen model for thematic 

analysis, presented by Braun and Clarke (2006). The application of Foucauldian theory 

supported an interpretative process, which supports thematic analysis and the analytic claims, 

as recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006). The analysis aimed to identify constructions of 

the “discursive object” (Arribas-Ayllon & Walkerdine, 2008); namely, exploring the girls’ 

self-presentations on social media, which supports the objective of the research question. 
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Particular attention was paid to the way objects, activities, and experiences were discussed 

within the interviews and the way the girls’ language expressed discourses (Wetherell, 2011). 

A clear description of the steps within the analysis processes has been mapped out to provide 

reliability of the analysis (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Analysis within qualitative research is 

not a linear and one-off process and often requires re-reading to ensure the process is 

supporting the data analysis (Banister et al., 2012). The analysis was designed to ensure 

trustworthiness would be demonstrated, as such the method of analysis was constructed 

applying the principles of dependability, transferability, credibility and confirmability as 

specified by Guba and Lincoln (1981). The analysis consisted of a least five separate readings 

of the complete transcripts across the six phases of analysis. 

In line with Braun and Clarke (2006), the analysis involved searching across the data to 

find patterns of meaning that would enable me to understand the girls’ accounts of 

experiences, thoughts, and perspectives. Analysis was focused on the lived experience of the 

girls, exploring elements of possible discourses, specifically focusing on the language and 

phrases the girls used, which involved exploring beyond a surface level meaning. The 

analysis was not linear but rather iterative, with movement back and forth within an 

individual interview and across several interviews, coding extracts and potential themes and 

subthemes, then going back over transcripts and data to ensure coverage and meaning were 

explored. In the next sections, I have outlined the approach to analysis, including the steps 

executed which were informed by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase guide to TA and 

Coopoosamy’s (2014) application of a Foucauldian informed TA. 

2.6.1. Familiarisation with the Data 

At this initial stage, I focused on immersing myself in the data, reading and re-reading the 

transcript as well as listening to the audio recordings, attempting to engage in a creative re-

reading, a repetition that enables the production of something new (Clarke & Braun, 2017). 

While reading, I was consciously checking in with my own understandings of emerging 

meanings and patterns; I gave particular attention to these, noting initial ideas for coding that 

I returned to in subsequent phases. The familiarisation stage was about exploring the various 

meanings and structures in a text, which enabled certain possibilities and conceptual concepts 

to be identified and highlighted (Silverman, 2011). 

2.6.2. Generating Initial Codes 

Once each of the 24 transcripts had been explored with the above guidance, the transcripts 

were re-read, and the notes were refined to clarify the Foucauldian informed interpretations, 



58 

 

 

 

also to remind myself of the material within the earlier transcripts. In order to code the entire 

dataset systematically, each transcript was surveyed according to the following analytic steps, 

which were informed by Foucauldian theory, Butler’s performance theory, the research 

question and the research approach outlined by Coopoosamy (2014): 

1. Identify the objects, events, and experiences by considering the following questions: 

what is being constructed, how is it being constructed, and what is not being talked 

about (what is included and what is not being said)? 

2. Identify problematisations: who or what is being positioned as problematic in relation 

to discourse and within the wider social context, as suggested by Arribas-Ayllon and 

Walkerdine (2008)? 

3. Identify discourses: topics that are constructed through language and knowledge 

(Hall, 2001) and influenced by suggested power relations (McHoul & Grace, 1993). 

4. Identify practices: the social action that is made possible (Willig, 2008), through 

relevant constructions and subject positions. 

5. Identify subject positions: what positions are constructed in relation to culturally 

available discourses and within relationships connected to power, performance and 

knowledge (Kendall & Wickham, 1999). 

6. Note any contradictions or areas of theoretical interest, particularly relevant to 

performance, gender, and identity. 

These steps were applied to the transcripts and initial coding process, and they were 

utilised and considered in further readings. At all times I kept in mind the actions and 

experiences that the girls were constructing in their language and phrases, as well as the 

subject positions developed through the girls’ dialogue. I initially coded as many patterns as 

possible, coding individual extracts and then looking at groups of extracts to ensure coverage. 

I repeated this process for each transcript, giving attention to each data item and identifying 

aspects that could form the basis of themes across the data set. It was also important to 

identify any outliers or variances from the dominant narrative(s) within the data. This detailed 

work provided the foundation to facilitate a shift from the coding stage to the exploration of 

themes within the next phase of analysis. 

2.6.3. Searching for Themes 

The aim of this phase was to identify potential draft themes based upon the codes, in order 

to facilitate the emergence and then narrowing of the final themes and subthemes in the 

findings. To enable the development of potential main themes and subthemes, the codes and 
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Foucauldian-informed constructs were identified and mapped for each interview. Then 

patterns, similarities, variations, contradictions, and what appeared to be absent in the 

dialogue were highlighted within each interview transcript. This allowed the codes and 

Foucauldian-informed constructs to be considered across all interviews and supported the 

formation and generation of themes. 

At a detailed level a long list of the codes was mapped out across the data set. In this 

phase, I focused on sorting the codes into possible themes, exploring how different codes 

might be combined to form an overarching theme or create a completely new theme. I found 

that creating a visual representation of the codes made this process simpler; the codes were 

identified and written up on Post-It notes, they were then able to be grouped together where 

appropriate. This facilitated the flexibility to move the codes around on a large whiteboard 

organising them into theme-piles, for which I tried out different variations. I focused on 

making the theme creation data-driven, emphasising the interconnectedness, meaning, and 

relationships between and within the codes; this helped form theme groupings across 

different levels (main overarching themes and sub-themes). At the end of this phase, I had a 

collection of themes and sub-themes, as well as relevant data extracts coded in relation to 

these. The discourses that started to emerge from each interview were drawn up onto a 

whiteboard to help generate the main themes. This process was particularly useful in 

supporting an understanding of the main constructs influencing the girls’ actions related to 

self-presentation online. 

The following main themes and examples of subthemes were gathered during this third 

stage of analysis: “social media: it’s not as simple as it seems” (complexity in the platforms), 

“the girls were all self-presenting in a similar way” (conformity), “playing it safe” (avoid 

negative judgement), “celebrity and brands play a role” (self-improvement and influence) and 

finally “likes and followers matter” (existence of a value system linked to power and 

popularity). 

2.6.4. Reviewing the Themes 

The aim of this phase was to develop coherence and logic across the themes and begin to 

bring clarity and distinctions between them, while at the same time being open to 

contradictions. Sections of transcripts were highlighted according to the identified codes; for 

example, constructions of objects, events, and experiences were printed out and relevant parts 

manually cut out. These sections of transcript were then grouped according to the identified 

main themes and subthemes. This allowed the theme names to be refined according to 
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decisions about the relevant codes and sections from the transcript. Instead of a thematic map, 

the main themes and subthemes were drawn out on several A3 sheets of paper, with the 

corresponding codes sorted by categorisations. Then sections of the transcripts were 

regrouped according to the reviewed themes and codes. 

At this point, I refined and sorted the themes and sub-themes, removing sub-themes with 

insufficient data to substantiate, while maintaining outlier of relevance, collapsing or merging 

sub-themes to form one theme, and fine-tuning stronger themes. I reviewed the coded 

extracts to ensure they formed a logical pattern. In this phase I also reworked the themes, 

considering whether the extracts belonged with this theme or somewhere else, and discarded 

some from the analysis altogether. At the next stage of review, I checked whether the 

individual themes reflected the meanings evident across the data. The interpretations of 

themes were checked through a process of reading and re-reading with reference to the coded 

extracts and transcripts. 

At this point, I reviewed the themes with my research supervisors, which was helpful to 

promote debate and justification. As a result, I made alterations and refinements based on 

their feedback and our discussions. The themes were revisited, confirming that the themes 

adequately captured the coded data and the girls’ lived experiences. 

2.6.5. Defining and Naming Themes 

The aim of this phase was to clarify the themes and consider how they represented the 

data. It was useful to revisit the research question at this point, in order to refine the themes 

further and consider internal consistency for each theme. I defined each theme according to 

the essence of what it captured, and I thought about the narrative surrounding each theme. 

The sub-themes helped to structure the complexity of each theme. I followed Breakwell’s 

suggestion of using direct quotes from participants to illustrate the data classified by each 

sub-theme (Breakwell et al., 2012). Defining the themes allowed a more concrete exploration 

of the relationship between discourses, subject positioning, and practices, and supported the 

naming and detailed defining of the themes. At the end of this process, I had a complete 

thematic framework and a table detailing themes and subthemes. At this stage my data moved 

from being visual and tangible on printouts to using Nvivo, a computer software package that 

is designed to help organise, analyse, and sort qualitative data. Once the themes started to 

take shape, working with Nvivo became a manageable way to sort and categorise data 

extracts by themes. 
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2.6.6. Grounding Themes in the Theoretical Framework 

This is described as the final phase of analysis, where final themes and extracts are 

developed into a coherent report based on the relevant literature and the research question. 

Before writing the report, I thought about what each theme meant and the assumptions 

supporting it. I also considered the implications and subtleties of each theme, pondering why 

girls chose to talk about certain issues in a specific way rather than in other ways. These 

questions directed the write-up process. I wanted to provide a narrative that went beyond 

merely describing the data to make broader analytic statements demonstrating an argument 

and enhancement of current literature in relation to my research question. 

2.7. Personal Reflexivity 

The role of a researcher is such a broad concept, drawing on notions of constructing a 

research question, gathering data to analyse and interpret that data, and drawing conclusions 

and making assertions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). However, such simple conventional ideas do 

not consider the degree of connectedness between the researcher and the research. The 

researcher and their lived experience very much play a role of influence at every juncture and 

step along the processes of creating a thesis such as this. A conscious awareness of my own 

reflexivity allowed me to explore how my own experiences, values, and subject positioning 

played a role in influencing both my research interests and how I gathered, interpreted, and 

analysed the data. Additionally, understanding and being conscious of how my own lived 

experience played a role in the choice of theories and epistemology I chose to ground this 

research in has been critical to explore and bring into consciousness. Reflexivity not only 

explores my own subject position but communicates further the context of the research 

findings and aids in demonstrating transparency across the research process. The approach to 

reflexivity needs to reflect the critical and social constructionist approach taken in the 

research. The approach to reflexivity will not, as Parker (1999) has criticised, involve 

engaging in “agonising confessional work” (p.31). In place of confessing my own individual 

identity in order to render it unproblematic, the approach has been to tease out my own 

subjectivity and subject positions to understand the potential tensions in performing as a 

researcher within the constraints of producing a PhD thesis (Burr, 2015). The exploration of 

reflexivity attempted to look beyond myself as an individual, endeavouring to be aware of the 

relational self, the self that is socially constructed (Bola et al., 1998; Harper, 2003; Mead, 

1934; Stainton Rogers, 2011). 
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I have attempted throughout the research process to think in terms of the several “selves,” 

as described by Stronach et al., several “me’s” (2007, p.181), acknowledging that these selves 

existed in relation to the research and the participants. The self has the potential to impact on 

the process in a manner that ranges from neutral to dominating, from positive to negative, 

enabling to hindering. The “selves” have been constructed, evolved, and positioned, changing 

in different environments and through time, sometimes aware that they are shaped: personal, 

relational, and institutional. Understanding the aspects of self, shines a light on understanding 

the factors that influence interpretation, “what we find and the sense we make of it are always 

a function of what we thought we would find and the position we try to make sense of it 

from” (Parker, 2005, p. 27). While it is not possible to unpick all the social constructs that 

have positioned me as a 48-year-old mother, researcher, psychologist, businessperson, and 

woman, I have attempted to explore the key contextual, cultural, and historical factors I find 

have affected me particularly in relation to this research approach. In particular, in this 

section I explore my positioning and the roles I play in society, aware of my own positioning 

within a neoliberal framework. 

During the four years of producing this research the various versions and aspects of the 

self emerged, “the generation of a series of research selves within the acts of research itself”  

(Stronach et al., 2007, p. 181). The various selves emerged at different times during the 

research and in different settings, playing a role of being influencer, whether that be passive 

or active. Adhering to Willig’s (2008) advice about transparency, I briefly outline my 

relational, historical, cultural, and institutional influences which helped construct the self, 

being aware of my own elements of privilege and power. My cultural and historical subject 

positioning is that of coming from an Anglo-Australian background very much embedded in 

a western neoliberal capitalist culture. The city of Sydney, Australia where the research was 

located is my hometown and the place where I have spent much of my life. My grandparents 

were all working class of a low-socio economic status; however, my parents were educated 

professionals living and raising me in a very middle-class aspirational setting. As such, my 

subject positioning at a socio-cultural level is that of a white middle aged, middle-class 

woman living in metropolitan Sydney. 

The institutions that have informed my viewpoints are twofold: academic universities and 

corporate businesses. I have spent close to 15 years as a university student: my undergraduate 

degree was Economics Social Science, then a Master of Business Administration (MBA). 

More recently, over the last nine-years I have been studying psychology and now a PhD. This 
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role of academic self is juxtaposed against corporate businesswoman self, working for 20 

years in large corporate organisations in various roles. The institutional influences of 

academia and corporation are both conflicting and overlapping and have at times played a 

role in the research. Adding to this more recently is the institutional influence of being part of 

the Australian Psychological Society and being influenced by the various constructs of 

psychology in the community and in private practice. The institutionalised self has been able 

to flourish and succeed within these power constructs, potentially due to the ability to 

conform to what is expected to succeed, and that which my cultural background affords me. 

Reflexive processes have involved being aware that these environments can be both self-

confirming and constraining, aiming to be critical and aware of the power structures and the 

dominant discourses that exist within and their ability to constrain. 

The more personal self is that of psychologist, mother of three children (high school age), 

and researcher, which very much grounds my current day-to-day subject position. Unlike my 

participants I did not grow up with social media and the internet; however, my children have 

grown up in this era, being born between 2005 and 2009. Thus, as a mother I am aware of the 

pervasive nature of social media and technology more broadly on the younger generation. My 

interest in this research topic stemmed from observing how my own children used social 

media, and a concern with the power and influence it had. This concern and enquiry extended 

to the commercialisation of the tools and how, in turn, the users of these tools serve as data 

sources. Interestingly, as the tools of Facebook and Instagram grew, I recognised my own 

voyeuristic and social comparison tendencies being activated and the addictive nature of 

monitoring and scrolling these applications, and I was intrigued from a behavioural point of 

view. Much discussion happened within my own parent groups, around whether social media 

and technology use for teenagers is good or bad, prompting me to delve further into this 

subject. Reflexivity meant acknowledging that I am wearing several hats: a psychologist, a 

researcher, and a mother, which all play a role in how I engaged with the girls, the data, and 

the theories I chose to utilise, and how I implemented them. 

The researcher in me was the curious self, curious that everyday people were presenting 

intimate details of their lives online and much of this was reinforcing a degree of success and 

always being happy and picture perfect. Scrolling through my own social media looking at 

friends, I would subconsciously benchmark my own life and everything I know about myself 

with one dimensional images that capture snapshots of someone else’s life. I realised these 

images and comments have the ability and power to impact on how I see my own life and feel 
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about myself. This got me thinking that if I, a grown woman in her forties, who has a stable 

career, family, and relationships can be made to feel inadequate and excluded when scrolling 

online, how do teenagers navigate this space, managing the good and the bad. I felt aware 

that a normalising of these social media tools had occurred, with them becoming integrated 

into the mundane of day-to-day life. I started to think about questions such as do these tools 

create standards and subject position that are unachievable, and how does that impact on 

individuals and more broadly teenage girls who are at the developmental stage of exploring 

identity and developing their own sense of self. 

My aspirational self recognised that I have often been grounded in the notion and 

discourse that women can have it all and that at an individual level we just need to work 

harder to make it happen, losing sight of the role institutions play in subject positioning and 

normalisation. I endeavoured to challenge myself to look beyond what I had been conditioned 

to believe as an active member and participant embedded in neoliberal culture. The desire 

and choice to utilise discourse as an approach and theory meant that I wanted to develop a 

deeper understanding of the role of power and institution and the influence of discourses. 

Like many of my participants I have the economic means to participate and conform to 

certain neoliberal discourses and standards. My own social-cultural context was similar to 

that of my participants and had the potential to provide me with a degree of familiarity and 

relatability to them, and also the norms that influenced and constrained them. I am conscious 

that the cultural norms and beauty standards that these girls discussed and conformed to were 

similar to the standards that were also normalised in my own teenage years, the normalisation 

of beauty being linked to the attributes of being skinny, blonde, and white. I recognise the 

role discourses around beauty play in influencing me and my own purchasing decisions and 

behaviours. 

The notion of my aspirational self and mother self can be positioned in the research, 

specifically the data gathering phase, as potentially relatable to the participants. It also 

provides the opportunity for them to respond in a range of manners from negative to neutral 

to positive. Both the research questions and data gathering process were determined and 

influenced by considering and identifying the key components I believed were required when 

conducting research with teenage girls to improve the likelihood that their voices were heard. 

This desire to connect with the girls influenced my choice of undertaking face-to-face 

interviews. I endeavoured to be very self-aware of my role as an interviewer and identified 

some assumptions that I incorporated and that influenced the process. A key assumption I 
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made around my role as an interviewer was that me being female and a similar age to their 

mothers would make it easy to connect with them and present as not intimidating to the girls. 

The role of “mother” aided in being someone that understands them and whom they can 

confide in; however, I was also aware that this positioning of “mother” could also have the 

effect of non-disclosure, girls might refrain from talking freely as I took on a parent role, and 

they would not feel comfortable disclosing certain things to their parents. Additionally, the 

location of the interviews at the girls’ homes was designed to make them more comfortable 

and to reduce any hierarchical positioning of the researcher and participants. A semi-

structured interview format was chosen to reduce the formality and rigidity of the interview, 

increasing comfort, and aiming to building rapport. 

Braun and Clarke (2006) recognise the dialectic position, whereby researchers adopt the 

subject positioning of both cultural members and cultural observers, which I as the researcher 

needed to and wanted to incorporate in my work. Likewise, Parker (1997) argues that our 

personal experiences make us aware that we acknowledge and share, at some level, our own 

account and that our own reflections have the potential to provide insight into the girl’s social 

realities and lived experiences. Thus, being aware of my own subjectivity and many “selves” 

was a necessary and important part of understanding the production of knowledge. To help 

maintain connection to my own subjectivity throughout the research project I maintained a 

journal and would capture feelings, thoughts, and ideas pre and post interviews and 

specifically throughout the stages of analysis and writing. The journal also captured my initial 

impressions of the participant and the overall interview. Prior to and during the analysis 

phase I revisited these notes to reground myself in the data capture experience and to help 

reconnect with the individual girls and their voice. After interviewing 24 girls and then 

changing their names to pseudonyms it was often hard to visualise or feel connected to the 

actual girls. Going back to the journal helped, particularly throughout the analysis phase, to 

stay connected with the data. At times I would go back and read the journal to stay connected 

to both the data and to my thoughts and feelings experienced during the four years. Part of 

this process included attempting to recognise the role the selves were playing throughout 

various aspects of the research project. 

During all phases and aspect of the project I have consciously attempted to maintain a 

degree of openness and curiosity toward the research, stretching across current literature, 

research design, and data analysis. The aim was to remain flexible in the understanding of the 

girls, the dominant discourse, and my own subjectivity. There was a desire throughout the 
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research to create a process and environment that produced teenage-centred research, 

allowing the girls to have a voice, enabling them the opportunity to harness their own 

language to discuss their self-presentation and expression of identity online. While allowing 

the girls to have a voice was my aim, there was an awareness of the limitations and the 

theoretical approach taken, acknowledging that it is not possible for anyone to use their own 

language to express an individual experience in isolation: dominant discourses are always 

drawn on to some extent influencing how a participant talks. The nature of taking a discourse 

approach can be problematic and consists of tension. The aim of giving the girls a voice and 

agency to delve into the lived experiences of teenage girls on social media is by its very 

nature constrained by the dominant discourses that the research aims to elucidate, and by 

which the researcher is also influenced. 

2.8. Structure for Presenting the Results and Discussion 

The next three chapters will present the research findings, where each chapter reflects one 

of the three research questions, building on the body of data explored in the proceeding 

chapter. Chapter three starts with a more descriptive approach focused on the teenage girls’ 

usage patterns, exploring the platforms the girls’ use regularly, and understanding more 

broadly how this cohort interact with social media. This includes gaining a deeper 

understanding of the activities the girls are performing online, particularly in relation to self-

presentation and self-disclosing. Chapter four builds upon this descriptive knowledge of how 

the girls are using social media to start to form a view on their subject positioning. This 

chapter is more discursive, bring in in the theories of Foucault and Butler to help provide a 

social context to their interactions online. We start to see surveillance playing a role, with 

evidence of high levels of voyeurism and social comparison, coupled with high levels of self-

surveillance, followed by patterns of self-regulation. This chapter further explores the 

contextual factors framing the girls’ decision making and influencing their activities and 

behaviours online. This provides a building block for the final findings in Chapter five which 

builds again on the previous chapter, exploring the dominant discourse at play and 

institutional power that influence the girls’ actions and behaviours online. The girls’ voices of 

being self-critical and dissatisfied with their own self presentation and sense of identity 

online is examined through a lens of neoliberal ideals of self-improvement. The systems and 

key influencers that play a role are providing solutions to teenage girls’ dissatisfaction with 

the self, and we see evidence of a marketplace in play. The final chapter, Chapter six presents 

the critical outcomes in a conceptual model to help frame the key take aways from this 
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research, providing guidance on future areas of research along with practical applications of 

the findings. 
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Chapter 3  Results: Delving into the Daily Carefully Crafted Usage of Social Media 

This first chapter of the results initially takes a descriptive approach exploring on the 

surface teenage girls’ usage of social media and how the girls present themselves online. The 

data provides a window into the girls’ lived experience on social media, looking at how they 

use the tools and what they choose to post. The chapter first observes that Instagram (the 

dominant tool for this group) is carefully crafted by the girls; much time and effort goes into 

deciding what to post and when to post. As the chapter develops, I transition from a 

descriptive presentation of what the girls are doing, then start to explore the consistencies and 

contradictions in the data. Through this approach complexity begins to emerge. The nature of 

these tools on the surface consists of very simple functionality: posting, liking, and 

commenting. However, as I started to analyse the language the girls used, I developed a sense 

that all is not so simple—much thought, planning and control goes into posting. As this 

chapter develops, I explore the tension between ideals of choice, freedom, and simplicity 

online and what is a very controlled and constrained approach to the content that actually gets 

presented online. The tools, as will be discussed later in the chapter, have their own value 

systems, measured in terms of likes (the numbers of people that like your post) and followers 

(the number of people following your online profile) on Instagram and streaks on Snapchat (a 

tally of the number of continuous days that you have messaged a person). These metrics of 

likes, followers, and streaks creates a value system that has meaning to the girls and 

potentially plays a role in signalling and influencing girls’ posting patterns. This suggests that 

the design of the tools themselves may play a role in influencing how the girls are presenting 

and performing online. 

3.1. Instagram, Snapchat and TikTok Dominate This Group’s Attention 

The participants were familiar with Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok and all used them 

daily, describing the rituals of checking their “socials” first thing in the morning and last 

thing at night and spending, according to the girls’ comments, anywhere from two to eight 

hours a day on these platforms across the cohort. From the interview data, and as displayed in 

the girls’ demographics, it is evident that all the girls interviewed were social media users, 

with Instagram and Snapchat the dominant tools used. This quote from Emily echoed the 

consensus across the cohort, “Probably, Instagram the most, then Snapchat and then 

Messenger is more for talking to my friends. I don’t really use Facebook to look at photos or 

anything, it’s more just Messenger for my friends”. Emily outlines her own hierarchy of 
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social media usage, where Instagram, Snapchat, and Messenger are what she and all the girls 

interviewed seem to use, whereas Facebook seems to be a platform that their parents use. 

Stella’s usage was similar to Emily’s; however, TikTok was her third most used: “I spend 

majority on Snapchat, and then I can go on Instagram, that's my second most used. Then third 

that is TikTok” (Stella). TikTok has grown in popularity recently with the majority of the girls 

having an account, although this appeared more for watching others and drafting their own 

videos for amusement, rarely for posting their own material publicly, as highlighted by Stella 

“I have like 200 drafts”. There was consistency across the group in the tools they used, with 

very few using anything other than Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, and Facebook Messenger. 

Given there were no other tools mentioned, the focus of the results will be on these tools only 

and primarily Instagram and Snapchat. 

3.1.1. Daily and Prolific Usage Patterns 

What also came across as consistent in the data was the frequency of usage, all admitting 

to daily usage. While the exact number of hours a day the girls are spending on social media 

is unclear, and it was not the aim of the research to quantify, we can summarise that it is 

occurring at multiple intervals throughout the day, not just in the evening or in leisure time, 

but pretty much at all points from waking to sleeping. I would suggest that unless we 

recorded screen time, keeping track would be difficult as they are scrolling subconsciously 

multiple times a day in many locations, such as at home, at school, and when with friends. 

The interview questions and data captured did not specifically check each girl’s phone for 

actual usage times but asked them how long they spent on it daily, and this seemed to result 

in a range from two to three hours up to seven to eight hours. Betty does not give a specific 

time measurement but talks about the persistent nature of her usage drifting across her day. 

Well, I don't know, it depends. When I wake up in the morning, I might scroll through 

it for five minutes and then get ready. Then in the afternoon after school, I'll go on it 

again. Then maybe at recess and lunch as well at school (Betty). 

Betty, when asked how much time she spent on her socials is unsure, stating she does not 

know in terms of quantity, but she is conscious that she is checking it at regular intervals 

throughout the day, constructing an account of social media as embedded in her daily routine. 

Betty utilised the language of “scroll through” and this appeared many times in the girls’ 

language, becoming a descriptive term applied to looking at a social media application, the 
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idea of scrolling along an endless roll of material. Opal, like Betty, had a similar response, 

although was more able to quantify her time, “At home, so before school, after school and 

sometimes at lunchtime … I think it's like two or three (hours per day)” (Opal). Given the 

usage of social media appears second nature to the girls, it could be argued that it may be 

becoming something they do subconsciously, making them oblivious to the time they are 

actually spending on it, so that what they guess as two or three hours could be far longer.  

A quote from Fran suggest that the action of social media scrolling is so pervasive, that it 

occupies time when there is nothing else to do, becoming part of the mundane: “I just use it 

when I'm bored at home, I've got nothing else to do. I just talk to people, look at stuff in my 

explore page.” Fran states that she “just” uses Instagram when she is bored, implying that it is 

what you do when you have got nothing to do. However, unlike some of the girls’ vague time 

estimates, Harriet does seem to be able to quantify the extent of her usage, “Like everyday … 

Um, probably around like seven hours” Harriet has made a guesstimate rather than an 

accurate account of her time spent on social media, which highlights that there appears to be 

an ignorance or perhaps a complacency expressed by the girls that online scrolling has 

become so pervasive in their day-to-day experience. Harriet suggests both a vagueness in her 

acknowledgement of daily usage and a constancy to her actual usage and scrolling. 

Amelia describes her daily usage as being a lot but suggests it is outside her control. “Yes. 

I usually go on Instagram and then I don't mean to go on that for a while, but it's addictive.” 

Amelia thinks her time on Instagram is too long, supporting a level of vagueness and 

persistence in her usage, adding a new level of complexity, implying that it has an addictive 

quality which she cannot resist, spending all this time scrolling. This suggests that perhaps 

there is something in the system design influencing behaviours. 

Taylor like Amelia is conscious that scrolling social media can be all consuming: “It just 

like takes over my life to be honest but if I don't have my phone, I'll just always go on it and 

just look at it and if I don't I just feel like I need to look at it.” Taylor’s language suggests that 

the use of social media can appear all consuming, she creates the imagery with her words of a 

pull or perhaps a need, a desire to be on social media, she describes feeling compelled to look 

at it all the time. Current literature supports the notion that teenage girls are prolific users 

with high usage patterns (eSafetyCommissioner, 2018). However, there is an 

acknowledgement or perhaps an acceptance by the girls that it has seeped into the 
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subconscious and the mundane, whereby passive scrolling and swiping is an activity and 

action that girls are doing even when they are not aware that they are online (Jovicic, 2020; 

Nesi et al., 2018a; Tzavela & Mavromati, 2013). What is particularly interesting in Taylor’s 

description is that there is not only a subconscious nature of social media always being 

present and passively scrolling but she uses the word “need,” she feels like she needs to look 

at it suggesting there is something obligatory about having to be on there, that perhaps it is 

not just for entertainment and amusement. This is where small elements of constraint and 

control start to appear in the data, suggesting the girls feel like they need to spend time on 

social media. 

During the interviews, the girls talked about spending their time passively scrolling 

through Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok looking at peer accounts, celebrity and brand 

accounts, and reviewing their own accounts. In addition to being an activity that passes the 

time, the girls all used the platforms for the purpose of communicating with friends and 

organising social activity. Consistent with the existing literature, social media appeared to be 

the primary method they used for organising social interaction and gatherings with friends 

(Kennedy & Lynch, 2016; Shapiro & Margolin, 2014). All the girls would use the platforms 

daily to send messages one-on-one to a friend or within small groups of friends on both 

Snapchat and Instagram. Much of this daily activity was communicating and messaging one-

to-one and in small groups, their daily activity did not appear to involve posting to their 

Instagram profile and stories. 

To quote Stella: “On Snapchat, I just talk to friends, and then on Instagram, I just see 

what everyone's doing”, Stella distinguishes what most of the girls described, Snapchat was 

for talking and communication, whereas Instagram was more for observing and monitoring 

what others are doing. Snapchat and Messenger were described by the girls as private and 

intimate interaction with their peers; the language the girls used to describe this type of usage 

appeared candid and spontaneous, primarily for peer discussion and sharing as an extension 

of playground conversations with little focus or thought applied. As explained by Stella, this 

appears to be how the girls use Snapchat, “mostly I just snap people and talk to them and 

catch up and make plans” The tone of these private chats appeared very immediate, not 

governed by rules or obligations, which was in very stark contrast to how the girls all talked 

about posting to their main Instagram profile. 
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3.1.2. System Design Plays a Role in Pervasive Daily Usage. 

Prolific usage of scrolling social media may be influenced by the design of the systems 

themselves. Much literature suggests that social media platforms are designed to encourage a 

high usage rate, and these platforms have been described as closed systems for that very 

purpose (Mahoney, 2020). A closed system refers to a software application purposely 

designed to keep you within their system for as long as possible and navigate you to targeted 

content within their own system (Mahoney, 2020). This content is not limited to posts by 

your friends and likeminded people but extends to consumer products and services to 

purchase. A closed loop system is a circular economy that aims to retain you as a captive 

audience within their system and not pass you off to another system or website (Mahoney, 

2020). For example, an open system can be a website that might have links that lead you to 

other websites. They have hyperlinks embedded in them that navigate you away from their 

site to other sites. Instagram and TikTok have an almost total absence of hyperlinks and are 

designed to prevent people posting links that navigate away from their own platform. People 

and brands will attempt to navigate around this by embedding and displaying their own 

website URLs in the content or bios. However, this is cumbersome, and the systems are 

designed to restrict your ability to leave via navigation, to keep you within their own 

ecosystems. There is an assumption that the more time you are engaged and on their sites the 

more likely you are to engage with the content and potentially make purchases, which I will 

discuss in greater detail in Chapter five where neoliberal entrepreneurship is explored (Elias 

& Gill, 2018). 

What this tells us of girls’ usage patterns is that Instagram is essentially an autonomous 

entity on the net isolated from other websites. This closed system is designed to contain the 

user within that one system with the aim of capturing their attention and using their past 

usage patterns to self-enhance and fine tune their feeds with the aim of extending their usage. 

As discussed by many of the girls, and highlighted by Emily below, the girls are aware that 

they get stuck scrolling inside the loop of Instagram and perhaps this design feature plays a 

role in influencing the girls’ high daily usage. “It's like an easy procrastination thing on 

Instagram because there's always something there to look at. Especially these days, they have 

this thing called Finder and it comes up with videos you'd like, so you're just watching them” 

Emily is very aware that the system is constantly suggesting content for her to engage with, 

as she can always find a reason to stay online, content appears designed to stimulate and 

capture the girls’ attention. The platforms are designed to make both content and advertising 
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increasingly more and more targeted to the individual user, effective and enticing, 

encouraging you to stay online, engage with the content, and even make purchasing decisions 

by exposing you to targeted content. As discussed in Chapter one the content of every user’s 

feed is determined by an algorithm that on the surface ensures individual’s feeds are full of 

images and products that interest them. However, algorithms are designed to increase both 

usage and engagement with the application by providing them with an endless wall of 

material to scroll through in their feed (Mahoney, 2020). The combination of a closed loop 

system and complex algorithms appears to create an infinite “wall” of items that the girls 

scroll endlessly through. The commercial, consumer, and addictive aspects of social media 

platforms have been highlighted here to illustrate how the systems are close looped and 

designed to maximise user time leading to high daily usage by the girls. This also introduces 

the idea that system design plays a role in influencing usage patterns and alludes to the 

neoliberal aspects of the platforms that will be explored further in Chapters four and five. 

What is particularly relevant for this chapter is the nature of the girls’ feeds (what they 

see on Instagram) and how the constant streaming of appealing content potentially 

encourages the girls’ prolific usage, whereby the girls can become addicted to the stimulation 

that the platforms provide. All the girls were daily users of social media and would find 

themselves actively checking it all the time. Erin talked about how pervasive it had become. 

Even when she tried to delete it the process of opening it on her phone had become embedded 

as second nature: 

I try to delete Instagram once in a while for just two days or something if I know I'm 

going on for too long, so I can just getaway. Sometimes I'll come home and I'll find 

myself, unknowingly, unlocking my phone, swiping and tapping no matter what it was 

and I will be like, oh right, you deleted it. Then I'll come back two days later and then 

I’ll do it again and I’ll delete it and then I’ll swipe through to, nothing and then it’s like 

quite a repetitive process (Erin). 

Not only is the viewing of content positioned as addictive but so is the automatic nature in 

which Erin describes this repetitive process, tapping on to her phone only then realising she 

deleted the application. This constructs a description of habitual behaviour, whereby opening 

your social platforms is always accessible, automatic, and second nature, further highlighting 
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the pervasiveness of social media and Instagram, particularly in these girls’ day-to-day 

experiences. Erin’s language suggests she was implementing a form of enforced self-

regulation, stemming from an awareness that she had been using social media too much. This 

supports a mindfulness by the girls that there is an addictive nature to social media usage, in 

that Erin is suggesting she cannot reduce her usage without actually removing the application 

from her phone, and even when she does this, she is still subconsciously swiping to open the 

application. Social media usage is not only daily and persistent but entrenched in the girls’ 

daily activities and routines. 

Snapchat and its Streaks. Snapchat’s streak functionality has an element of rewarding 

high usage, which seems to build on the addictive and compulsive nature of the girls always 

being on social media platforms. On the platform Snapchat when you send a direct snap 

(which is just like a text message but within the Snapchat application) back and forth to a 

friend for several consecutive days you create a streak. The girls all kept streaks with their 

friends and some had maintained them for over 300 days, meaning that every day for 300 

days they had messaged the same friend on Snapchat. The system rewards those with longer 

streaks by allocating and earning special emojis. It appears that many of the girls would be 

focused on keeping their streaks alive, which requires daily messages within Snapchat to 

maintain their streak status and to build the number of days. Amanda explained to me what 

streaks are and how they are viewed: 

streaks, so basically if you like Snapchat a person every day like they get higher and 

there is like a tally and everyone wants to keep their streaks. So, like you send people 

something like you wake up, you say, morning streaks, send it to all the people you got 

streaks with…Yeah, like some people have ridiculous amount of days like over a year. 

(Amanda). 

According to Amanda everyone wants to keep and maintain their streaks and it has 

become part of her and her friends’ daily routine. Like a mundane task of brushing her teeth it 

sounds like Amanda gets up and maintains all her streaks first thing in the morning. A simple 

functionality of counting and rewarding consecutive daily messaging between two people has 

been integrated into the daily routines of these teenage girls. Belinda explains how she 

maintains her streaks. 
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How many days … the one with my best friends is like 393. We try and keep our streaks 

up. That's basically how it works, it's just after three days, so after three days of 

constantly streaking each other and sending snaps back and forth, you get a three-day 

streak. (Belinda). 

This description by Belinda was not unusual, nearly all the girls partook in streaks, many 

advising that they had maintained individual streaks for over a year with friends. This 

illustrates how a simple functionality of a platform can engage the girls in such a way that 

motivates them to use the tool, Snapchat, daily for the purpose of maintaining their streak 

status. The functionality of the platform encourages and rewards daily engagement and 

activity that the girls are consciously monitoring and performing on, illustrating how the 

platforms have the ability to influence the girls’ behaviour and actions. 

The girls described sending a streak as spontaneous and candid, randomly taking images 

and sending them to those they had streaks with. As part of Snapchat’s design these images 

once viewed are no longer visible, perhaps the temporal nature of image storage on Snapchat 

influences or creates an environment where the girls can be spontaneous, not care about 

crafting the perfect shot, which again presents as a stark difference to how they described 

posting to Instagram. 

3.2. Instagram: Carefully Crafted Labour 

As highlighted above and supported by the literature, teenage girls are prolific social 

media users with the highest social media usage of any other group (Roy Morgan, 2018). 

However, what became evident in reviewing the interview data was that the time spent on 

social media was not the full extent of how time consuming and pervasive social media is in 

the girls’ lives. Not only were this cohort spending significant time scrolling social media 

sites, but they all also spent time thinking and labouring about what to post, curating images 

and photo shoots, suggesting that social media was occupying the mindset of this group more 

than just the number of hours spent on the applications themselves. The reach of social media 

appears far greater than just consuming a person’s time while online, suggesting perhaps 

social media has a greater capacity to influence this cohort. According to the girls they used 

social media daily; however, unlike Snapchat streaks, posting to their Instagram profile was 

less frequent, an action that was not done daily or ad hoc but was well thought out and 

considered. All the participants had a main Instagram account that appeared constructed like 
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a personal brand designed to attract followers and adhering to unwritten rules around how 

they posted on this account. 

According to the girls, they would post no more than once a week or some even less 

frequently, such as once a month. One potential reason may be that they did not want to 

appear overly active or too needy in seeking likes on Instagram. While the posting to their 

Instagram profile was infrequent, it appeared to consume much of their thought process day-

to-day. The girls would spend time, as mentioned above, passively scrolling social media 

and, additionally, they actively spent time thinking about and creating ideal photo shoots and 

images that would be “perfect” to post. The girls constructed a usage pattern of significant 

labour, whereby they have to work at maintaining a profile and being active online. Girls 

mentioned having photos saved up to post but waiting for the right moment to post or 

contemplating if it was appropriate to post. The girls would go to the beach or out for lunch 

and much of the conversation was around capturing a perfect image to post to Instagram. In 

many instances the girls would never post these images, but they spent time and energy 

talking about it and designing and curating Instagram worthy images. 

3.2.1. Instagram Posting is a Well Thought Out Process 

The girls were all very self-aware that there was a process of posting to Instagram and 

that you would not randomly take a photo and upload it. Taylor describes her and her friends 

spending time focused on capturing Instagram worthy photos: 

Last night I stayed at my friend's and she's like, “I really want to take Instagram 

photos,” because she doesn't have any photos. She's like, I want people to think I'm so 

pretty.” Then I was taking photos and she said, “no, it looks so ugly,” I was like, “no 

you don't,” she said, “no.” It was just so awkward… she just deleted every single one 

(Taylor). 

Taylor describes a session with her friend at a sleep over spending several hours taking 

photos for the purpose of posting them to Instagram with the desire for people to view her as 

pretty. The language she used showed how the girls feel conflicted between wanting to 

capture a “pretty” photo; however, feeling like they are all ugly images and then deleting 

them all, not deeming any images as Instagram worthy. This illustrates that girls are spending 

their leisure time working, labouring at capturing the right image to self-present. However, 

obtaining the perfect shot does not seem easily obtainable. Taylor’s language suggests that 
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they understand what pretty looks and that this is deemed something desirable to achieve, 

although the girls appear to be self-critical and unable to achieve the perceived definition of 

pretty. There appears to be an understood process of image capture, critique, and review that 

is undertaken before images can be posted. 

Courtney outlines the review process she undertakes: “So then, I'll say, I haven't posted in 

a while. So, I take a photo from a week ago and just maybe spend 20 minutes with my friends 

saying, oh yeah, this one with this caption” (Courtney). The girls are not only taking, 

reviewing, and deleting images, as Courtney describes, photos are often taken and then stored 

for future reviewing with the intention of storing them for potentially posting later. Courtney 

like many of the girls was always taking photos and capturing images of herself but she does 

not intend to post them at the time of image capture. She, like several of girls, described 

assessing when a good time is to post, then the process of looking for an appropriate image 

from a collection of images, determining what is suitable to post when and if at all. This 

action of posting does not appear to be spontaneous, but rather an orchestrated process that 

takes thought and consideration. In addition to being planned and not spontaneous, there also 

seemed to be an implicit rule suggested by the girls, in that they are not posting too 

frequently, as Courtney mentions she had not posted for a period of a few weeks. Amanda 

outlines below that there are many factors to consider before posting an image: 

On Instagram it takes me a long time to think about what I'm posting. I can't just go, I 

like this photo, post. It's like, which photo do I like the best.. you have to work out the 

right time that most people are active on Instagram so you can get the most likes or 

something (Amanda). 

Amanda conveys a sense that there is a process to posting that is more complex than just 

taking a photo and uploading. She suggests it takes time and that there are many steps in the 

process. She describes the need to ensure that the best image has been chosen and that the 

timing of when to post has a degree of importance. Amanda maps out a process for posting, 

indicating a tentativeness in the posting process itself, devoid of impulsivity, suggesting a 

level of control and restraint exists. Amanda’s language links the control and constraint 

applied to image selecting and posting, with a desired outcome being the number of likes 

received, indicating a desire to maximise likes. This linking of choice and achieving likes 
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suggests that a concern with approval is present as is a value system to determine and display 

success. 

Amanda creates an image of teen vulnerability, likened to the tension and conflict between 

how a girl would like to appear and how she thinks the group will perceive her, not unlike the 

process of peer interaction described by Erikson and Goffman (Erikson, 1968; Goffman, 

1959). However, ability within Instagram to apportion likes to an individual’s image adds a 

quantifiable value system that is far more immediate than previous generations have 

experienced. The importance the girls appear to place on likes suggests that the simple 

functionality built into Instagram as a mechanism to signal you like an image additionally 

acts as a value system whereby images and profiles can be rated or assessed based on the 

number of likes and followers received, creating a mechanism for a hierarchy to be applied or 

inferred by the girls. 

Amanda mentions that her posting patterns are perhaps motivated by the need to maximise 

her number of likes, which I will describe and analyse later in this chapter. However, I want 

to highlight a mindset that appears fixated on image curation and the process of posting 

images. As illustrated below by Courtney, the girls in this cohort are engaging in a process of 

proofing and editing their own work, spending time assessing how their potential Instagram 

images look. This pattern of activity appears consistent with existing literature, where the 

girls posting on Instagram has been described as curated exhibition space (Chua & Chang, 

2016). The girl’s language starts to convey a sense of importance being placed on their 

audience, appearing to know who their audience is and what is expected of them to achieve 

the best outcome. 

As described by Courtney, she knows what works and what does not work: “We'll also try 

to see what our feed would look like with the new photo we want to upload. Then if it doesn't 

fit nicely and doesn't blend in with the others, then you'll try another” (Courtney). The girls 

are actively making decisions to ensure that they are presenting in a certain manner, taking 

time to curate not just a single image but how this one image complements and relates to their 

overall landing page on Instagram. Courtney describes a selection process that involves not 

merely selecting an image, but also an action implemented where the girls evaluate and 

compare a potential image before a decision can be made on whether it works or not. This 

alludes to the complexity and time-consuming nature of posting for the girls. Emily takes this 

further and outlines that there are tacit rules on what the girls are aiming to achieve: 
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I know a lot of girls. We all have coordination like colours to match the account. I guess 

I plan that. Sometimes I post and see what it looks like, then delete it. But it’s not like 

say I want this shot on my account, so I'll go out and take the shot. I'll just wait for it to 

come, and if I like it, I'll post it (Emily). 

Emily’s language conveys an impression that her posting is highly planned and, needing to 

conform to certain aesthetics prior to posting, she suggests images might get loaded, 

modified, and deleted to ensure that they are appropriate. However, she then goes on to 

counterbalance this controlled and measured language with a notion of spontaneity, stating 

she will just go out and take a shot and if she likes it post it. This spontaneous action Emily 

mentions seems at odds with what appears to be described as a very measured and controlled 

approach to posting social media material on Instagram. Perhaps Emily uses both approaches, 

in that she can be spontaneous at times. Alternatively, this could be seen as a case of the inner 

conflict between wanting to appear spontaneous, while in reality being aware that is it well-

crafted and curated. None of the other girls described the process of taking a shot and posting 

online as an instantaneous or spontaneous action. The language used indicated that the 

process was deliberate and controlled. The girls’ language positions them as taking action: 

spending time on content development for Instagram, labouring at the tasks of image capture 

and selection, focused on developing the right content for Instagram while not even being on 

the actual application. This suggests a pervasiveness beyond mere hours online, whereby 

their focus on self-presentation on Instagram has crept further into the girls’ lives, and 

psyches, further into the mundane. They are thinking about, and planning and curating in 

their minds, content for Instagram without even being online. 

3.2.2. The Girls Know What Content is Acceptable 

This measured and controlled side of posting online was echoed across the cohort, with 

very little evidence of spontaneity in posting to their main Instagram account mentioned. As 

highlighted by Ava in the next quote, there is a real awareness expressed by the girls of what 

is acceptable and what works: 

A lot of people as well will look at how it looks, like the aesthetics of it. When you go 

here and you look at it in all the squares, some people will get really stressed, they want 

to have more than one beach picture every six or something, or they want to have a 
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group one every six. I don’t think about that. They're like, I can't have the same person 

in it in two rows or look like I don’t have friends. It's not really a big deal that people 

get so caught up on the fact (Ava). 

What is particularly interesting is the language that Ava uses to describe how other people 

stress and worry about the configuration of their profile pages. Care is taken in her phrasing 

to distance herself from the actions that other people are doing. Ava in her detailed 

description implies that “it’s really not a big deal” and distances herself from the actions she 

describes of others. Ava is perhaps positioning herself as not caring, downplaying her 

approach in relation to her peers. Perhaps Ava like Emily in the paragraph above wants to 

position herself as spontaneous and carefree, masking the reality of labour and work that goes 

into her Instagram content. Ava’s very detailed understanding of how her peers present on 

Instagram conveys a level of intimate knowledge on what perhaps she and others are striving 

to achieve. Ava’s descriptive language used to describe curating a profile landing page 

suggests that perhaps there is a perceived formula to success, whereby the girls are aware of 

some rules and guidelines, such as not displaying too many of one type of image in your feed; 

for example, a rule that there be only one beach shot in every six shots. It is relevant to note 

that on someone’s Instagram account the screen displays images in square blocks, displaying 

three across the screen and in rows scrolling down. The girls were very conscious about the 

first six to nine images working aesthetically together, revealing an assumption that others 

will evaluate and judge them when they view their Instagram profile. 

3.2.3. Posting is a Collaborative Process 

As constructed above, the girls appear to spend a lot of time thinking and planning their 

posts on their main Instagram accounts and this was generally presented as a consultative 

process with friends. The girls each described the process of sharing images with friends in 

small chat groups to decide what and when to post and to co-author captions to support the 

images posted. The girls constructed a process of postings being carefully planned; the 

processes described suggest that a girl would upload photos to her Instagram feed often, 

looking at them and determining whether they worked in their online incarnations. If not, 

they were deleted, and other images were tried instead. The girls appeared focused on 

ensuring what they posted was viewed positively by their followers, and thus part of the 
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process described included monitoring the number of “likes” achieved, and the impact that 

post had on moving follower numbers. 

From the data, a collaborative process was constructed and described in detail, as Ava says 

below, she would not trust her own decision in selecting an image and posting it, but instead 

she would seek advice and input from her peers: 

I'll send it to them, and I was like, What do you think? or I'll have four photos like, 

Which one's your favourite? Especially for something like your profile picture, 

because I don't update it every month even. It's more like a permanent thing. If I get 

friend requests and that's what people are going to see, it's where they would 

recognize me, just things like that. I might ask them, I had four photos and as I was 

like, which one do you think is the best? I get their opinion. That's just because they're 

my friends. It's not really because I'm driven by the likes. I don't know (Ava). 

Ava describes offering up a selection of images for her friends to choose from, she appears 

to place a level of importance on selecting the right image, suggesting she places a value on 

what gets posted. Perhaps given the level of importance placed on what gets posted the girls 

are inclined to share the risk and responsibility of getting it right, the process of consulting a 

friend takes some of the pressure off them getting it right. The consultative process not only 

reduces the risk of getting it wrong but also creates a degree of restraint to the girls’ posting, 

whereby they are adding steps to the process, removing the spontaneity, sharing the choice 

and control. Ava’s actions of peer consultation seem consistent with developmental literature 

on the importance of the peer in seeking self-assurance ((Erikson, 1968; Metcalfe & 

Llewellyn, 2020; Nesi et al., 2018a). However, it also draws on social media literature of girls 

labouring at shared content, consulting friends with the objective of ensuring they receive 

broader peer approval online (Yau & Reich, 2019). 

Ava talks not just about the consultative process of posting in this quote but also about her 

profile picture and the importance it holds for her. The profile picture is positioned as having 

a degree of permanency, being the first image someone sees when requesting to follow her, 

and what gets displayed when searching for a person on Instagram. The way Ava talks, her 

language conveys there is a level of significance placed on presenting herself in the best 

possible light and draws a correlation between the picture being the best and achieving likes. 
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Ava languages describes her actions of seeking self-approval and validation, this behaviour is 

consistent with the finds of Yau and others, whereby girls are investing time and energy 

focused on seeking peer approval (Gill, 2021; Yau & Reich, 2019). There is a hesitancy in 

the language Ava uses when she mentions that she is not driven by likes (that is how many 

people like her image posted). However, she does articulate that she wants it to be the best 

and she acknowledges that the image will be judged and evaluated by others. This is another 

example of the internal conflict that teens experience, a balancing of multiple factors, 

whereby she is conscious of being evaluated; however, downplays its importance wanting to 

sound like it does not matter or affect her, suggesting that there is a degree of performance 

occurring. 

3.2.4. The Implicit Rules 

The rules the girls seemed to acknowledge and adhere to appear to extend beyond solely 

how images aesthetically complement each other. The girls talked of other rules and 

restrictions that they self-imposed upon their posting actions. Sophia talks about her sister, 

who Sophia describes as an avid social media user and very popular among her peers: 

She won’t post a selfie or bikini shot because her feed already has those type of photo’s 

uploaded recently. So, she was like if I post another one now, it will be too soon, and 

they'll just think I'm self-conceited (Sophia). 

Sophia indicates that there are rules not merely about what is appropriate to post but also 

the frequency of posting certain images. According to Sophia, her sister is comfortable 

posting bikini shots and selfies online but there are certain rules that she adheres to ensuring 

that she does not get wrongly judged or have meaning applied to her own posting of images. 

Sophia’s language constructs an assumption on her sister’s part that posting bikini shots too 

frequently will be interpreted as self-conceited. This does raise the question how these rules 

develop and are communicated and what are the enforcement measures. It is unclear from the 

transcripts if there would be backlash for not adhering to the rules, and how being viewed as 

self-conceited would transpire. It could be inferred that it would affect her like and follower 

numbers and potentially her popularity or social status, this was not implicitly discussed, 

however. What the girls’ language does imply is that there is a fine line in negotiating what is 

right and what is not, suggesting to me that navigating the implicit rules for this cohort of 

teenage girls is perhaps a minefield grounded in social acceptance and self-presentation. 
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Data suggests that this cohort of teenage girls are having to make daily decisions about 

what to post or what not to post, decisions that impact how they are viewed and judged by 

their peers. Thus, the highlighting of the additional labour incurred and the importance of 

making the right choices and presenting oneself in manner that is well received. In the data 

the girls begin to start expressing a view that there is some “ideal” or “desired” way of self-

presenting online. There appears to be a shared understanding of what that looks like, and this 

subject position plays a role in influencing self-presentation online. The next quote by Erin 

maps out the juxtaposition mentioned above between strictly following the rules and 

conforming with how others post while at the same time appearing natural, like you do not 

care or need to conform. 

I think there's a glorified view online. It's simple, it's easy to just look like that, which 

again I know it's not and I'm pretty sure a lot of people know it isn't, but no one really 

talks about that as much. It's like, she just naturally looks that way, she has naturally 

flawless skin, or naturally really long eyelashes or something. I think that portrays 

women in some kinda flawless view and it's simple but it's really not, a lot of effort and 

thought goes behind that, overthinking it or should I post that, should I not? I think it's 

just no one really talks about I actually did wear makeup for that photo, or actually did 

spend a week thinking, should I post it or not? It's just there on your feed, it doesn't tell 

you anything about it, no one puts on a caption like, I wasn't sure whether or not I 

should post this, they just put it out there (Erin). 

In this quote Erin very delicately elucidates what is meant to appear effortless, and “simple 

and natural” is far from it. According to Erin and outlined by the data, there was a clear 

picture of girls expending immense effort, taking time to plan their social media content, and 

be tightly controlled in what they did and did not present. This all constructs a sense that 

teenage girls are hard at work, focused upon presenting a persona of being carefree and 

effortless. Whereas in fact they are working through this process of posting which Erin 

suggests has girls “spending a week” thinking about posting a certain image, highlighting the 

level of uncertainty and indecision that must be going on in the girls’ minds. In addition to 

being time consuming, it also has the potential to influence their own self-doubt and self-
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confidence. I merely touch on self-confidence here as I will discuss this in more detail in 

Chapter five whereby confidence is harnessed by the platforms as an aspirational goal for 

teenage girls. 

3.3. Likes and Follower Numbers Matter 

While posting to Instagram was infrequent as outlined above, there was much thought 

and consideration that went into posting, from image creation right through to posting. Much 

of this effort was designed to ensure you obtain a decent amount of “likes” and potentially 

increase your number of followers. The girls interviewed had varying numbers of followers 

on Instagram, with the cohort being evenly split into thirds. One third had around 300 

followers, another third around 600–1,000 followers, and the final third had 1,500–3,000 

followers. The follower numbers differed across the cohort; however, all girls appeared aware 

of how many followers they had and what they considered a decent amount of likes they 

expected each time they posted on Instagram. The language that the girls use and that has 

been discussed already in this chapter implies that they were all very cognisant of the steps 

involved in posting to Instagram. Once they completed the process of deciding what to post, 

the next step was to post the image and then they would sit back and see how others reacted 

to their post. Amanda, like many of the girls, outlined what can happen once you post on 

Instagram: 

Sometimes. Um, I have done that before. Like I might post something, and it's been up 

there for five minutes and you're like no likes, what is happening? So, you take it down, 

but that's sometimes if I post it like really late at night or something and I'm just like 

refrain (Amanda). 

Amanda has spent time and effort selecting and curating her image to post; however, once 

posted she expected the response to be instant, as she gave it five minutes before determining 

if well received by others or not. If Amanda’s expectations are not met, then she describes the 

option of deleting the image, removing it from further evaluation by others. She goes on to 

acknowledge or perhaps justify that it might not get the numbers she expects because she 

posted it too late at night, implying that not enough people are online to see her post. What is 

relevant in this action of Amanda’s is that the girls seem conscious of operating within a 

value system and are closely monitoring their own performance within this system. Amanda 

creates a degree of tension surround her own self-surveillance and constraint in her actions. 
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She talks of monitoring her image for likes and comments but also says that she has to refrain 

from the urge to remove it straight away, suggesting a tension or perhaps internal conflict. 

How the girls talk about follower numbers and likes starts to suggest that there is an 

understood value system that influences their posting patterns and content. The girls were all 

very open with admitting that they monitor their posts once live and checked to see how 

others responded to the content they shared. These responses can be presented either as 

“likes” (people clicking the “like” symbol under an image) or by people making comments 

under a post. Ava supports this notion that the girls are actively monitoring how their image 

and posts are received by their peers: 

I've seen people post something one night and they’ve … and I know I’ve liked it, then 

they delete it and it’s come back on the next day and it was posted one minute ago … 

Because they obviously haven’t gotten enough likes. If they haven’t gotten 60 likes in 

an hour, they might bring it down (Ava). 

Ava’s language expresses an awareness that images are measured and valued by the 

number of likes received. Should the number of likes be perceived as unreasonable in the 

girls’ eyes, then the girls’ response appears to result in them questioning the content. The 

action of second guessing and re-evaluating an already posted image suggests that the 

ultimate success of their posting is measured and determined by like and follower numbers, 

not their own selection process. Ava constructs a processing in posting and post evaluation 

that suggest the girls place a value on likes that directly influences their own behaviour and 

the images they post. This supports the notion in the current literature that the girls are active 

at impression management and responding to external cues; they want to position themselves 

online as getting a certain number of likes and comments and will modify content to achieve 

this positioning (Goffman, 1959; Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2003; Li et al., 2018; Yau & 

Reich, 2019). Ava then goes on to describe how it feels not to get enough likes to a posting 

image. 

It's just a bit awkward because it's just sitting there [talking about posting an image to 

Instagram and watching it for likes], you post it for everyone else to see but people 

didn't really respond to it as you hoped. It's like something, oh, I love that. They are 
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cheering you like … and then you hope that they love that way too and they like it, but 

they don't (Ava). 

The way that Ava describes this creates a sense of unease, constructing a sense of how 

uncomfortable and upsetting it might feel for the girls not to get a desired or anticipated 

response. The girls spend all this time and energy taking photos, critiquing them, discussing 

them with friends, and deciding that a particular image is a desirable picture to post, with the 

expectation that everyone will agree with them. In essence the likes provide virtual support 

and affirmation of their decision to post online. The responses received may be as expected; 

however, this process provides opportunity for the girls to be disappointed because the 

number of likes and comments received is less than what they had hoped for or expected. The 

process and structure of likes and followers provides an avenue for users to seek validation 

from their peers and reinforce or test their own sense of self-worth (Banet-Weiser, 2014). 

Ava describes an environment that suggests the girls are presenting aspects of themselves to 

their peers and get confirmation that “yes” they are achieving or getting it right. Confirmation 

of getting it right is signalled by getting lots of likes, whereby Ava feels like they are 

“cheering you” suggesting likes have the power to provide a form of validation for the girls. 

If “likes” have the power to validate and reinforce, this also implies they have the potential to 

invalidate what was chosen to post. 

3.3.1. It’s All About the Likes 

The next two quotes from Erin further highlight the role “likes” play and how the 

comparison of likes can affect the girls, particularly how they view themselves, potentially 

playing a role in validating the success or failure of online content posted: 

I think it used to be negative quite a lot because I would post a photo or when I was out 

and I'd be like, well, that only got, I don't know, 80 likes or something and I'd be like, 

why didn't it get a 100 like that person? It'd be like, maybe I just am not as good as that 

as I thought I was because of the amount of numbers that I got feedback from (Erin). 

Erin describes how she would compare her own post with others, describing the desire to 

achieve likes similar to her peers, showing a degree of comparison is occurring. When the 

number of likes fell short, Erin questioned herself, stating she is not as good as she thought. 
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This judgement appeared to be based upon not achieving the same outcome as a peer. The 

action response described by Erin has the potential to both validate and invalidate a girl in 

relation to being good enough. Erin used the term “not as good as that” suggesting that she is 

less than or not achieving because she got fewer “likes” than a peer. This starts to create a 

discourse where self-comparison is occurring, creating a sense of social hierarchy that 

enables girls to feel either better or worse about themselves and perhaps their social position 

based upon the number of “likes” they receive. There is existing literature that explores the 

validation that social media provides for girls whereby validation and the value system of like 

and follower has been analysed as a model for demonstrating success (Banet-Weiser, 2014). 

This also links to social comparison theory that has been explored in social media literature, 

where we are seeing girls compare themselves to others and then future actions and 

behaviours are adapted based on the aim of achieving a desired response online (Buunk & 

Gibbons, 2007; Festinger, 1954; Haferkamp & Krämer, 2011; Sánchez-Hernández et al., 

2021; Vogel et al., 2015). 

The girls appear to have a measure of personal success and evaluation that is directly 

linked to likes. To quote Erin: 

Yes, like a sense of achievement where they would, I don't know. I got that many likes. 

It's more than last time more. People commented on it. That's better. I've got to keep on 

working forward. When I post I get anxious because it's like what if something goes 

South. What if someone comments something bad or, I don't know. I think some people 

look forward to it and I don't (Erin). 

Erin’s language goes further to describe a sense of achievement she would feel when she 

got the number of comments and likes that she expected. The language that Erin used alludes 

to a model of evaluation, as suggested by Banet-Weiser (2014), containing words such as 

“working” and “achievement,” which are very goal and potentially status originated, whereby 

there is a notion that they are not just posting images for fun but there is competition, 

comparison, work, and achievement at stake. Erin’s language “working forward” suggests a 

very neoliberal notion of entrepreneurship that we will explore further in Chapter five. 

However, what is important to note here is that the language starts to indicate there is a value 

system in operation, a system that signals to the broader group who the winners and losers 
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are, whereby the girls all appear to be cognisant of their own positioning when assessing their 

own posting behaviour and success, as Emily says, “yes, definitely. It's all about the likes.”  

3.3.2. Signalling Your Success to Others 

Instagram would display the number of likes a post would receive for all users to see; 

however, after criticism from various groups Instagram removed the actual number of likes 

received for all to publicly see online. Each user can still see their own number of likes, 

although to quantify a peer’s number of likes you would need to click on the image and count 

it manually. Caroline talks about the removal of displaying “like” numbers: 

I think it's good because often, I think people compare their likes to other people, and 

then when people look at what other people are seeing and how many likes they're 

getting, it influences what they do when it shouldn't really matter. If you can't see how 

many likes you've got, or how many likes someone else has got, you can’t be as critical 

to yourself about what you're posting (Caroline). 

Caroline thinks the removal of likes is a good thing, acknowledging that people were 

comparing and that this was potentially leading to self-critical evaluation. Not all the girls 

approved of the number of likes being removed from public display, and many of the girls 

with over 1,000 followers said they were disappointed that other people’s likes are no longer 

displayed. Harriet has around 3,000 followers and was disappointed with the functionality 

being removed, “I like to see like how many likes people get or like yes, yeah. I want to see 

how many they get … just spy on them.” 

Harriet suggests that she actively scrutinises other people’s accounts with the purpose of 

seeing how many likes they receive. To her this is important and conveys a desire for active 

competition and self-comparison. Harriet appears supportive of the social comparison 

occurring online. She may be motivated or influenced by her own social positioning of being 

popular and getting lots of likes; therefore, wanting to display her own online success and 

social status to others is perceived as a good thing. She goes on to say she can still see her 

own likes, which is good, but she wants to be able to compare herself to others. This perhaps 

suggests a level of comparison is occurring between the girls, certainly for Harriet. However, 

the girls that appeared disappointed with the removal of displaying likes all seemed to have 

over 1,000 followers, suggesting that perhaps where you sit in the value system hierarchy 
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influences your thought process. While this conclusion is still uncertain from the data, what 

seems evident is that follower numbers and likes reflect a value system that the girls are all 

aware of and operate within, making it challenging for the girls to avoid or resist. 

Angela takes this ideal of a value system further and illustrates how the online and offline 

worlds intersect and extend to comments, in addition to likes and follower numbers. 

Some people get really fussy on how many comments they want. I don't know why, but 

it gets you pretty popular. I remember I posted a couple of months ago, and I hit 300 

comments. You walk into school, and people will just look at you as the girl who hit 

300 comments (Angela). 

Angela talks in the third person about people caring about receiving comments; however, 

it appears that it is another measure on Instagram that can be quantified and have a value 

placed on its importance. Angela goes on to personalises the care and attention to the number 

of comments received by boasting about her own online achievement of hitting 300 

comments on one post. Angela illustrates how the value system of number of likes, followers, 

and comments is important to the girls as it is something she is conscious of and suggests 

there is a currency that transfers from online to offline. Angela links her achievement and 

success of 300 comments on Instagram against one post with receiving attention at school 

and being viewed as popular. This suggests that there is a tangible social function of online 

functionality and activity, particularly one that signals success and being a winner. Angela 

further confirms that a discourse of comparison and competition online is transferring to the 

school playground via the concept of being popular. 

3.4. A Value System Starts to Plant the Seeds of a Visual Economy 

Given the apparent simplicity and choice people have in the platforms, and due to the 

heavy focus the girls seem to place on likes and followers, it is relevant to further explore the 

intricacies of this value system. The term visual economy has been utilised in the literature to 

illustrate that within the platforms there appear to be economic levers, where images have 

become a currency in themselves, and the platforms a marketplace where goods and services 

are transacted (Mahoney, 2020). The currency of an image or an individual appears to be 

measured in terms of counting follower numbers and image likes. This is being seen in the 

data as reflected in the girls’ online posting patterns and their approach to self-presentation 
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online, further highlighted their focus on like and follower numbers and their importance 

(Banet-Weiser et al., 2019; Mahoney, 2020). In this next section the girls discuss “likes” and 

“followers,” which begins to introduce the complexity of social media acting like a neoliberal 

marketplace in which images are assigned a value. In this section I will discuss further the 

girls’ language around likes and followers, but detailed discussion around neoliberal 

influences will be left to the Chapter five. 

Amanda explains the relationship between likes and followers, and we start to see that 

there is value system operating, specifically within Instagram: 

Yeah, so I think that you have to be very like conscious of what you post and very self-

aware … you still also have to think about what you're gonna post and who's gonna 

like it, like … you don't wanna post something ugly of yourself because just like that's 

just gonna decrease my followers or people, and I don't want people to see me like that, 

that sort of thing (Amanda). 

Amanda’s descriptive language draws a direct correlation between posting an unattractive 

image of yourself and decreasing follower numbers. The language Amanda uses to describe 

her posting pattern is again very planned and controlled, thinking about her target audience, 

and trying to understand what they do and do not want to see and making sure she posts 

accordingly with the objective of increasing follower numbers, not decreasing them. Not only 

does Amanda’s language illustrate a tentativeness around posting and allude to her 

controlling content selection, but she also uses words that reflect an economic nature of 

valuing and devaluing a product, whereby the product is the images they are posting. When 

Amanda uses the term “decrease my followers,” this suggests that the girls are very aware 

that their follower numbers can go both up and down. 

The participants appear not only focused on achieving follower numbers, but the data 

suggests that the girls give the impression in their dialogue that the number of followers you 

have has implications. Not only do follower numbers play a role in how many likes you get, 

but they also appear to influence how your peers treat you offline. Angela talks about 

achieving over 1,000 followers and this shift in perceived popularity appears to have 

influenced her view on status. 
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Yes. I have had people that I haven't spoken to since the start of last year come up to 

me and want to be friends with me. Sometimes I just think, you only want to be friends 

with me because I have 1,000 followers. They're just using it to their advantage to get 

a status as well (Angela). 

Angela’s language constructs the idea of follower numbers being able to provide a level of 

social status. Using words such as “advantage” and “status” suggests that Angela places a 

value on getting over 1,000 followers and her language suggests that other people value that 

too and wish to utilise their friendship with her to improve their own status. Angela’s 

description of having people speaking to her in the playground due to her follower status 

again demonstrates the tangible nature of online activity and its value system. Angela is 

alluding to a discourse around being popular and how actions online have the power to 

impact popularity in the school playground. 

Angela goes on to explain how her perception of status shifted once she had in her own 

mind achieved the desired heightened status that comes with having over 1,000 followers: 

I don't think that's very good because a number can't determine what kind of person 

you are. How do people know that I'm a nice person because I have 1,000 followers? 

Some people it's a big deal to, it doesn't really concern me. It did before when I was 

900 waiting to get to 1,000, but as soon as it happens, I had that moment. I don't really 

understand why it's such a big deal for it to happen (Angela). 

Angela uses language to express a shift in her position, whereby her status of followers 

shifts from being something that was aspirational and a goal; however, once achieved she 

positions follower numbers as no big deal, playing down the achievement. There is a level of 

contradiction in Angela’s language, the discourse of getting ahead has value when your 

numbers are low, but once she achieved a certain status (1,000 followers) she repositions the 

value as diminished and criticises the climbers. There is a degree of social hierarchy, and 

perhaps privilege and superiority, occurring at the micro level. 

What was clearly noticeable in the data was the girls’ ability to rattle off their own 

personal likes and follower numbers, showing that these numbers are important to them, hold 
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value and are front of mind. They construct a sense that the numbers are not only publicly 

visible, but they also imply a degree of worth to the girls, whereby perhaps the girls’ 

perceived measure of success and popularity are constructed in the girls’ minds as correlated 

to follower numbers. Betty in the next quote, constructs ideas of a social hierarchy whereby 

follower numbers correlate to popularity of groups in the playground and at school. 

Yes. I think the more popular groups have more followers usually. The popular group, 

the girls would probably have like a 1,000 followers, and our group's about in the 

middle. We're just like normal I guess so we usually have about, I don't know, three or 

four, maybe 500 followers. Then I guess the people who aren't as popular have less 

followers (Betty). 

Betty suggests that those who are popular at school are also the ones that have 1,000 

followers on Instagram. The language promotes a link between the value system within 

Instagram and actual group popularity in the playground. Supporting a seamlessness, not only 

in the girl’s interaction as they transition from online to offline but additionally in their social 

positioning. 

As suggested above, the girls were all very aware of the follower numbers and would be 

conscious of where they sat in the social hierarchy at school. Additionally, their language 

suggested they used follower numbers as a barometer to benchmark the number of likes that 

they expected to get when they posted, assessing what was reasonable based on their own 

follower numbers. Emily talks about her expectations of likes when she posts, “I get 400 

likes on a post or something … That's a good post, and then average would be 300 or 

something.” Emily considered herself in the popular group at school and had over 1,500 

followers, and she acknowledged that when she posted on Instagram, she had an expectation 

of getting 400 likes for a good post but implied a range of 300–400 was her average. Maggie, 

another girl in the cohort that had 1,800 followers, also considered herself popular at her 

school and she too had expectations when she posted, expecting to get “700–800 number of 

likes per post,” whereas Nicole who now had around 600 followers would calibrate her 

expectations compared to those with higher follower numbers, “um, well I usually get about 

150 and … but I have friends that can get like up to 400 likes ‘cuz they have like 2,000 

followers or something” (Nicole). 
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The language the girls used to talk about likes and followers expresses not only a sense of 

social hierarchy, but it also creates an environment where everyone appears to know where 

they are positioned in that hierarchy. The discussion around viewing likes in relation to the 

number of followers on Instagram and their own popularity at school suggests that there is 

transparency in understanding where everyone views themselves and where they are 

positioned, although as Angela articulated earlier, she expressed having aspirational goals of 

achieving 1,000 followers. However, once she achieved this, she viewed her positioning 

differently and talked using terms such as “status.” The way the girls constructed their 

answers and language suggests that Instagram perhaps has its own value system that the girls 

are very much aware of and seem to operate within its boundaries of the visual economy, but 

also there appears to be a tangibility to it that transfers from online to offline and reflects 

playground popularity. 

3.5. The Ideal of Freedom of Choice, the Reality of Restraint and Control 

The girls avidly described using social media prolifically, consuming much of their time 

thinking about what to post and tracking their posting success. The goal appears to be that of 

maximising followers and likes. However, what the girls described was action that both 

aimed to get more followers and likes, while at the same time appearing to demonstrate a 

degree of restraint on what was acceptable to post, leading them to limit what they displayed 

of themselves online. The participants described constructing a persona online that appears 

constrained, absent of the freedom to portray their own beliefs, causes, or controversial ideas 

and to a certain degree suggests that they are restricting their own content and self-disclosure 

online. All the girls were asked about the kind of information they withheld and did not post 

online, and their answers were consistent: the girls did not post about their beliefs and 

extracurricular activities. In this first quote below, Poppy outlines that there is restraint in 

presenting certain aspects of her life. 

No, not many actually post about their interests. They mainly just post about other 

things to try and get more followers and not what they're actually interested in. I have 

a few sporty friends on social media and they never post about their sport (Poppy). 

Poppy clearly articulates that not many post about their own interests. There must be those 

that do; however, her language gives the impression that freely presenting all aspects of 

yourself online was not the norm and she inferred that it would not increase follower 
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numbers. The way Poppy positioned the action of posting about sport and personal interest 

gave me the sense that posting this sort of material was not seen as a good thing. She does not 

articulate why, however, she does seem to link it to decision making around maximising 

follower numbers. Nicole provides further insight, suggesting there is more to this than just 

follower numbers, “Probably because pictures of you playing soccer probably wouldn't be 

very flattering, I guess ... compared to posting at the beach.” 

The language Nicole and several of the girls use when discussing omitting posting 

sporting and other activities online prefaced the reasoning for not including these types of 

images under the banner of being unattractive and not portraying themselves in an 

aesthetically pleasing light. Nicole says that sport images of herself and her peers would not 

be flattering, particularly not in comparison to a beach shot. We could infer from this that she 

means a bikini shot at the beach would be more flattering, more appealing than a girl playing 

basketball. The girls continued to advocate the importance of aesthetics, applying the same 

language to themselves and their own image presentation that they did when talking about 

choosing colours and tones. The girls’ reluctancy to post sporting or extra-circular activities 

on social media appears consistent across the cohort. This can be supported by Immy, “but, 

um, I wouldn't post a netball picture, really.” (Immy). Likewise, Naomi supported this view, 

“not of me playing sport because I kind of think I look a bit, I sort of pull faces when I play, 

not so attractive” (Naomi). The girls in the cohort suggested a few reasons for not showing 

multiple aspects of themselves. These include the aesthetics as mentioned and expanding 

upon the idea that sporting and images of other activities may not present themselves in a 

flattering manner as Nicole and Naomi articulated above. The idea that these girls are not 

able to capture attractive images of themselves playing sports seems at odds with how they 

use social media. As discussed earlier in this chapter the girls are spending time labouring 

with filters and other tools embedded within the apps to create an aesthetically pleasing shot. 

It seems plausible that should they wish to convey images of themselves playing sport that 

they could modify these images to make themselves look appealing. This starts to suggest an 

ideal that there are dos and don’ts online and with the aim of achieving likes and popularity, 

images of being physically active are not considered desirable. 

In the quote below, Amanda talked about boys posting sport images, suggesting there are 

different levels of acceptability for boys and girls, or perhaps different levels of restraint and 

control expressed by boys when posting. Amanda constructs a view of how she perceives 
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boys posting online, creating a sense that perhaps the male counterparts are more at ease 

being themselves online compared to the girls: 

A lot of guys tend to post like pictures of them like mid-kick, like a soccer ball or 

something that you just sort of like or like in AFL or anything and used to be like, oh, 

that's a nice picture blah blah, because it's harder for boys to like know what to like 

choose (Amanda). 

Amanda constructs a sense that boys can be very animated in how they represent 

themselves online, language like “mid-kick” suggests a sense of ease, an ability for the boys 

to show multiple sides of themselves. An alternative view could suggest a performative 

aspect, involving the boys’ ease or perhaps desire to show a very masculine side of 

themselves. This could draw upon a discourse that is viewed as acceptable for teenage boys 

to post images of themselves playing sport. However, the focus of the research was not on 

how teenage boys posted, nor were boys interviewed, so we can only apply meaning to 

Amanda’s language. Amanda’s description of the boys constructs a view that teenage boys 

appear comfortable posting a sporting image in contrast to how she positioned herself, being 

not comfortable posting sporting images of herself: 

But like with a girl, like I mean I do rowing and netball and I just, people don't take an 

individual pictures of me doing these sort of things and most of the time in rowing I 

look, shit, because it's just like … so early and you just like haven't put any makeup on 

or anything. Netball, it tends to look a little bit better but still like no one takes pictures 

of you … so you just sort of like don't post as much ‘cuz you know, pictures (Amanda). 

Amanda constructs an image of herself participating in multiple sports, as did most of the 

cohort. Nevertheless, not being comfortable posting these images online seemed consistent 

across the cohort. Amanda in fact paints a picture of herself when playing sport as having no 

makeup, looking shit, hence not something she would want to publicly portray of herself 

online, inferring a sense of restraint based on aesthetics, which begins to introduce the idea of 

gender discourses linked to notions of female beauty and sexuality, which will be discussed 

in Chapters four and five. Amanda suggests that adults (I assume parents) are taking photos 

of the boys, and she fashions the boys as being comfortable being photographed mid-kick and 

then making a decision that those types of images are appropriate for them to post. This is 
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very different from how she talks about the girls and herself posting. Amanda suggested a 

gender difference exists, not only in what boys are comfortable posting but perhaps in how 

her social group views capturing sporting events of boys and girls differently. Amanda 

suggests that no one is capturing images of the girls playing sport, which seems unlikely. As 

described earlier the girls are particularly skilled with image capture, manipulation, and 

posting. I have faith that if these girls wanted to look good in images of them playing sport, 

they could find a way. I suggest there are deeper reasons, and the girls are not voicing them 

or not able to articulate them. In the existing literature we did see evidence of double 

standards between boys and girls in what is acceptable, specifically related to sexting where 

gendering was occurring, so this could potentially be an example of gendered double 

standards; however, in this instance it seems the girls were applying their own level of 

gendered restraint (Mascheroni et al., 2015; Ringrose et al., 2013). There is starting to emerge 

an underlying influence of what is deemed acceptable to post for girls, which will continued 

to be explored in the data in the next two chapters. 

One other aspect that came up in the data around restricting sporting and other personal 

content was to avoid bragging. In addition to risking presenting oneself as unflattering, thus 

losing followers, another reason for not portraying sporting and extracurricular activities is 

not wanting to brag, as expressed by Emily: “Yes. Even if I did well on a dance competition, I 

probably wouldn't post online because I don't want to brag or anything like that, or people to 

think oh" . Is this potentially another example of gendering where perhaps it is conceived that 

it is ok for boys to post themselves mid-kick and excelling at something? I can hypothesise 

that this level of bragging might boost follower numbers, whereas Emily suggests it is not ok 

for girls to brag, so we can infer that it might, in the girls’ minds, lead to fewer followers. 

Regardless of the gendering or double standards being present (it is difficult to confirming as 

boys were not interviewed), the language around restraint suggests that the girls are 

navigating a narrow path of what is acceptable and what is not acceptable. Especially when 

aiming to post, and in order to maximise followers and likes there appears a need for the girls 

to be mindful and cognisant of what is acceptable, and to restrict what they post and how they 

present themself online accordingly. 

Most of the girls in the cohort had extracurricular activities that formed a large part of 

their lives, including dance, music, and sports. However, none of them portrayed this side of 

themselves online. In this way, the constructed self on the main public Instagram account 
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revealed a limited side of the girls’ selves where some personal aspects were not presented or 

disclosed. This suggests that the girls’ constructed online personae were not about being 

themselves. The content being superficial seems very problematic, perhaps it can be 

positioned as protective at the same time as performative to achieve certain value-based 

outcomes. 

3.6. Instagram: The Performative Nature of Posting 

Posting patterns suggest evidence of them omitting personal aspects from the main 

Instagram account, and this appeared consistent across the participant group, as did the type 

of content posted. The girls’ language suggests an obligation to post in a certain way that 

perhaps reveals a level of conformity in their posting patterns. The girls appeared to 

acknowledge that the way they posted and self-presented online was not unique, rather 

specific to their age and peer group and that they were aware that all girls seem to post in a 

similar manner. What emerges from the transcripts and on a structural level is a connection 

between popularity, follower numbers, and resistance to anything different suggesting an 

avoidance of judgement. What appears evident is a performative nature to the girls’ posting, 

perhaps driven by increased peer conformity and limited risk taking and experimentation 

online. This will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter; however, in this chapter I 

did want to introduce the concept of performance, conformity, and surveillance that will form 

the basis for the next chapter. 

A Degree of Conformity. On the surface social media platforms appear to position 

themselves as empowering the user to feel that they can post what they like and interact with 

the tool as they wish, and this may be true to a degree. The behaviour patterns of this cohort 

appear to suggest that the diverse possibilities are not acted upon. The discourse that the girls 

acted upon constructs an environment that consisted essentially of a cohort of teenage girls 

operating under a set of strict opaque rules, influencing what they can and cannot post. These 

girls spend significant effort and energy developing and maintaining their online profiles, 

which as discussed are distinct from their more personal attributes and beliefs. As described 

by Amelia, the girls are aware they all post the same content: 

And on Instagram my friends are quite like that too where they both, you know post the 

same sort of things like pictures of, again like scenery, like a sunset or something, 



98 

 

 

 

mostly photos of beaches and stuff because they're pretty, photos of me and my friends 

and like sunsets and stuff (Amelia). 

Amelia is very much aware she and her friends all post not only the same content, but they 

also post the same sequence of images such as scenery or sunset, implying not only 

conformity across the cohort but the language also starts to feel like there is a formula to 

getting it right. Emily goes on to acknowledge the girls all post the same because it is 

acceptable: 

A lot of girls my age post the same kind of images of ourselves, it’s what is expected. 

That's why we all do it because it's acceptable. Sometimes when an older person like 

my grandma sees it they don't understand why we do it. They're like, “why do you want 

to show yourself that way.” If you were my age, you'd understand it’s an expectation to 

live up to. (Emily). 

Emily alludes to the older generation questioning how she posts. However, she paints a 

picture that her posting pattern and content is not only acceptable but what is expected. Emily 

infers that there is a certain degree of performance required to be a teenage girl posting 

online. Emily positions her posting as something that is obligatory, her language suggesting 

that she feels positioned in a manner that is perhaps constraining, whereby she must perform 

in a certain way, she must live up to an understood expectation, suggesting that there are 

known standards that not only is clear she on what they are, but also knows she must adhere 

to them as part of being a teenage girl online. 

This performative nature suggests that the girls presented a limited view of themselves, 

withholding the activities in which they partook and instead portraying a one-dimensional 

view of themselves publicly. There is evidence to suggest that the way the girls post and 

present online is performative in nature. The girls’ behaviour does not appear internally 

motivated but influenced by external forces. The observation of others on social media 

resulted in the act of restraint, controlling one’s image and internal voice in order to avoid 

being noticed as different, or in order to stand out and increase popularity. Amy furthers the 

understanding of how the girls are experiencing expectation and restraint: 
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Yes, I do. I think that there's an expectation that girls should post photos of themselves 

looking good, whether that be good and pretty, or sexy or whatever, or whatever they 

want, that there is that expectation that they should have those things. I feel like that is 

just reinforced by more media, because the deconstruction of gender just happens 

everywhere. It is reinforced by so many things. I don't really know where it starts, but I 

definitely think that us girls feel like we need to prove something to guys, because if 

guys don't like us, then what's wrong with us that would make them not want to like us, 

I suppose (Amy). 

Amy’s dialogue starts suggesting that a discourse exists, that has the ability to position the 

girls online via an understood definition of what looking good and being pretty are like. This 

discourse appears to have the power to create a level of expectation and restraint which 

appears to influence the girls’ posting activity online. Amy like many of the girls used the 

word expectation, providing detailed descriptions of actions and doing online that appeared 

laden with expectation and conveyed a real sense of a shared understanding and acceptance 

among the girls that they need to behave in a certain way online. Amy suggests that the girls 

must behave in a certain way to please the boys and to be liked. Adding another layer of 

expectation to what has already been positioned as influencing and controlling what they post 

in order to maximise likes. The data is starting to suggest that the girls posting is not free and 

simple but is constrained and regulated. 

These girls are self-regulating in order to do the right thing socially, which seems to mean 

conforming to certain standards in their self-disclosure and online posting in order to be 

rewarded with increased likes and follower numbers (Butler, 1988). The pattern of behaviour 

and their posting patterns are self-reinforcing, whereby the repeated nature of performative 

acts creates a sense that something is concrete and absolute and cannot be changed or 

challenged. The girls felt that this way of posting and operating on social media was expected 

and there was a sense of obligation to post in a certain way, highlighting the reinforcing 

nature of performative acts and creating posting patterns that become self-reinforcing and 

difficult to challenge (Butler, 2009). The behaviour of these teenage girls could be described 

as subtle self-surveillance, whereby the fear of being potentially judged and being different 
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and standing out could jeopardise their social positioning. Perhaps fear of judgement is 

driving the behaviour of conformity and self-regulation. 

3.7. Summary of Findings for Chapter Three 

Findings in chapter three answered the first research question; exploring a deeper 

understanding of teenage girls’ actions and behaviours online. The findings demonstrated that 

the girls are using social media daily and prolifically. Their content is deliberate and 

controlled, they are consciously aware of what they can and cannot post in order to be both 

successful and to conform online. The girls demonstrated a deep understanding and 

awareness of what is considered acceptable by their peers and the broader online community, 

a perceived formula to success, whereby the girls are aware of the rules and guidelines and 

often actively conform to them. The analysis of the platforms and how the girls use the 

platforms suggest the system design plays a role in capturing and maintaining the girls’ 

attention for extended periods of time. The platforms are designed in such a manner where 

their functionality and feeds facilitate aimless scrolling and provide extended opportunity for 

what Nesi (2018) called the passive behaviours of lurking and social monitoring. 

The girls’ language illustrated ways in which the attributes of the tools led this cohort to 

experience and report on the addictive nature of being online. The girls constructed 

descriptions of having endless social media feeds, highlighting the application of the tools 

design feature, a purpose built closed loop system designed to keep the user engaged for as 

long as possible (Mahoney, 2020). The girls’ language and actions created a sense that social 

media usage was at times a subconscious and a passive activity that had become habitualised 

into their daily activities becoming part of the mundane, like brushing your teeth or eating 

dinner, social media was positioned as “just something that you do” without thinking about it, 

removed from the conscious. In parallel with the normalisation of the task of being 

persistently on social media in a very passive capacity scrolling and monitoring others, was 

the other side to social media that was constructed by the girls as extremely active and 

consuming, requiring decision making and consciousness, particularly when deciding what 

and when to post. The girls in this cohort laboured at capturing the right image, with the right 

aesthetics, to post online at the right time to get the most attention and likes. The girls 

described action driven behaviour, taking lots of photos in an attempt to capture the perfect 

shot to post. Applying filters, and collaborating with friends, this process was very deliberate, 

planned, and required investment of time and energy. As reported in the literature by Abidin 

(2016, 2020), and supported by this data, some girls are spending significant periods of time 
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online and offline, in what appears to be a multifaceted approach consisting of passive and 

active behaviours that supporting an overarching goal of participation, inclusion, and 

capturing the attention of others. 

Active labouring at their online accounts, reflected in activities both online and offline, 

demonstrating both an obligation and desire to participate in what has been called the 

“attention economy” (Abidin, 2020; Mahoney, 2020; Marwick, 2015). The use of this term 

attention economy implies a transactional nature to their online activity. It introduces the 

concept of value, recognising there is value in their labour and time, suggesting that there 

must be rewards or incentives motivating them to spend such significant time and energy 

crafting their online persona. The findings suggest a reward system is embedded within the 

online platforms; their systems’ design facilitates this transaction attentional economy 

arising. Effectively the value system and attributes of the tools via measurements of likes, 

follower numbers, comments, and streaks can be harnessed by the girls to reward and enable 

a user to signal their inclusion and their success to their peers and others online. 

The participants constructed a process of taking time crafting what they post, then 

monitoring and observing how that post was received by their peers, measuring success via 

the matrix of likes and comments, highlighting a direct link to the ultimate goal of being 

successful in online activity and the reward system such as likes. The girls’ processes of 

posting demonstrated active engagement in impression management, fine tuning and crafting 

their images, ensuring their self-presentation is received and rewarded in the desired way. 

These girls are responding to external cues; they want to position themselves online as getting 

a certain number of likes and comments and will modify content to achieve this positioning 

(Chua & Chang, 2016; Goffman, 1959; Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2003; Li et al., 2018; 

Mascheroni et al., 2015). In the data, the girls described active social comparison occurring, 

and their language constructs the existence of a social hierarchy online, an environment that 

enables the girls to feel either better or worse about themselves based upon their own social 

positioning and self-evaluation. The existing literature supports this notion that social media 

provides an environment for social comparison, and the value system of likes and followers 

has been analysed as a model for demonstrating success and validation (Banet-Weiser, 2014; 

Cipolletta et al., 2020; Sánchez-Hernández et al., 2021). 

Images that the girls are posting conform to a certain understood narrative, resulting in 

their self-presentation and self-disclosure online being presented in a controlled and 

constrained manner with a performative nature. The girls’ posting patterns are not unique, 
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rather they appear to be consistent across the cohort and perhaps more broadly within their 

own age group, constructing a purpose of being focused upon achieving attention, popularity, 

and follower numbers. Resisting and doing anything different was not positioned as possible, 

their posting was self-censored, absent of their extra-curricular activities such as playing 

sport. Instead, their posts were conforming to a narrow view of what was acceptable, laden 

with increased peer conformity, limited risk taking, and little or no evidence of identity 

experimentation taking place online. These girls were self-regulating in order to do the right 

thing socially, which led to conforming in identity presentation online. The repetitive 

performative nature of their posting in a constrained narrow manner had the ability to create a 

sense that something is concrete and absolute and cannot be changed or challenged (Butler, 

1990). The level of expectation and the reinforcing patterns the girls constructed, highlights a 

degree of permanency in their patterns of self-presentation, whereby the reinforcing nature of 

performance becomes self-reinforcing, creating patterns of posting online that is difficult to 

challenge (Butler, 2009). 
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Chapter 4  Results: Exploring Surveillance, Self-Regulation and Agency Online 

In the previous chapter the focus was initially descriptively explaining the usage patterns 

of the girls and starting to explore the contradictions between social media platforms such as 

Instagram and Snapchat being simple and free on the surface but being far more complex 

when explored from the girls’ experiences. The girls talked with ease of how they interacted 

with social media, detailing what and how they posted and the value system of likes and 

followers that appeared to influence their posting patterns. As the previous chapter 

developed, there was a sense of conformity and constraint in the girls’ postings that alluded to 

a level of performance occurring online. This chapter develops that idea of performance, first 

teasing out the level of observation that is occurring both by the girls and of the girls. This 

chapter will delve into the level of surveillance occurring and potentially resulting in their 

posting patterns being influenced by fear of judgement and negative appraisal by others. 

Through analysing the girls’ language, a focus on the body starts to emerge and elements of 

objectification and sexualisation linked to conformity become evident. The chapter explores 

the language used to create a sense that there has been an erosion of self-autonomy in which 

social media has played a role. 

4.1. Everyone is Watching and I Do not Want to Get It Wrong. 

The focus of discussion in this section is primarily on how the girls are interacting within 

Instagram, particularly of usage on their main account that has hundreds of followers. The 

girls’ discourse illustrated a level of acceptance and normality in the level of self-surveillance 

and the surveillance of others that is occurring daily, whereby the platform provides an 

environment for the girls to take on the role of both surveyor and surveyed. The girls’ 

knowledge of being watched appears to influence their own posting patterns, as found in the 

literature, and in the data: they are presenting curated versions of themselves online that 

conform to well understood cultural norms and perceptions as to what is socially acceptable 

(Chua & Chang, 2016; Kennedy, 2020). The girls’ language suggests they understand what 

they can and cannot post and based on discussions among this cohort, they do not appear to 

challenge that or operate outside those boundaries. Complying with what is socially 

acceptable seems to result in a tentative and self-conscious approach to posting, whereby 

much thought and deliberation goes into posting and commenting. In order to ensure an 

optimal level of performance online, void of negative appraisal and commentary, the girls are 

utilising a narrative of specific language and images to signal to their peers how they want to 

be perceived and understood. The subject positioning of this group suggests that they are 
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working and operating within a narrow set of boundaries that define what is socially 

acceptable for this cohort of teenage girls. 

The participants in their discussion conveyed a sense of always observing and critiquing 

others. These girls both observed and found fault in their reviews of others’ appearance, 

clothes, poses, make-up application, and general content of the posts, and to a degree 

themselves. This observation and critique extended down to the girls noticing and discussing 

not just the image posted, but they also had opinions on the poster’s caption, comments made 

under a post, who did and did not comment, and who someone tagged or did not tag in the 

image. Throughout the data collection, the girls’ language used to describe both their 

watching and posting patterns implies that they employed the same critical eye to all content, 

whether that be posted by celebrities, friends, and ultimately, they themselves. All were under 

the same critical gaze, being evaluated when they contemplated and eventually chose to post. 

4.1.1. Voyeurism 

Everyone is watching all the time, and the girls discussed they spent many hours a day 

scrolling through Instagram looking at posts, stories, and accounts of friends, friends of 

friends, celebrities, influencers, and brands; they were always watching, evaluating, and 

comparing. As discussed in the previous chapter, there are algorithms that determine the 

content of their Instagram feed. Yvette highlights how the girls in the same cohorts will tend 

to see the same posts due to having similar friends and interests: 

Because we all follow the same pages that post the same funny posts, memes and 

funny videos and then you all like it or someone tagged you and it says, this is funny 

or like says, oh, you need to watch this and then you watch it and then you're all 

liking the same things. Everything comes up with some so and so, liked this photo so 

that means that you might like it. Then you probably would because they're your 

friend … If you see a photo you can see which of your friends has liked that photo 

also, you'll say, this person likes this as well as me. (Yvette) 

Yvette, like most of the girls, describes scrolling through and looking at content and posts 

that their friends watched, liked, and commented on; the degree of voyeurism occurring has a 

level of not just being a tool of voyeurism but extends to become both an echo chamber and 

mechanism for positive reinforcement. The content the girls were watching and engaging 

with appears to be similar to that of their friends. Yvette highlighted that someone else liking 

the same post as her indicated a reinforcement and a comforting feeling felt by Yvette via 

seeking affirmation in other people liking what she likes. Most of the girls discussed how 



105 

 

 

 

they continued to perpetuate a self-reinforcement cycle on Instagram by how they responded 

to their friend’s posting. They wanted to demonstrate an alliance and support for their friends, 

commenting on their friend’s post in a consistent manner, as highlighted by Betty, “I just say, 

‘You look pretty,’ ‘I like your hair,’ ‘I like your outfit’ if they post something or if they're on 

holidays, ‘it looks so nice there,’ or something like that.” 

Betty is describing the types of comment she makes on her friends’ posts. There was a 

consistency across the girls, particularly the use of the word “pretty” being used widely as a 

throw away phrase that all the girls received on their images. The level of watching and 

commenting illustrated the degree to which they are constantly observing their peers and 

interacting with them online in a consistent manner. All the girls spoke of observing and 

spending time looking at accounts of their friends and their peers, both from a voyeuristic 

stance, “looking for ideas” (Immy) “need to compare myself to others” (Maggie), down to the 

supportive manner of their own friends as Betty suggested above and Nicole confirms: “we 

always like and comment on our closest friends’ posts, that’s just what you have to do” 

(Nicole). 

The need to outwardly show support for friendship groups online was a common thread 

across all the girls, which demonstrated a desire for the girls to highlight outwardly a level of 

connectedness and belonging to themselves, their friends, and the broader peer group, 

showing that they have a closeness to that person who they commented on. The importance 

of belonging in teen development has previously been reported in the literature, where the 

desire to belong has motivated self-presentation and activity on social media (Davis, 2012a). 

However, there appears to be more than a desire to belong “you want to signal that you 

support your friends” as Nicole said, “that’s just what you have to do,” indicating that there is 

an additional implied obligation and an expectation online. 

This pattern of posting is further highlighted by Yvette who says, 

I'll always comment on their photo saying, “this is really pretty” or stuff, or they'll 

comment on my thing saying, “this is a really good photo,” that's my close friends 

because we just want to support each other and you want to show it (Yvette). 

There appears to be a performative nature in this signalling that is occurring between girls, 

as Yvette mentions there is a need to display your support and alliance, emphasising the need 

not just to support your friends but additionally the language suggests a need to outwardly 

show or illustrate this support, indicating that there is a degree of performance occurring, 
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whereby girls feel they have to signal that this is my group, these are my people and I belong 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Butler, 1997; Davis, 2012a). 

Erin takes surveillance and voyeurism further, highlighting that they are not only daily 

observing and interacting online, but rather how ubiquitous and pervasive their voyeurism 

can be: 

I'll go through faces of different accounts, and I'll look over them for a week or so, 

and I'll be looking at it and I'll be like, Oh that's good, that's cool. I like that photo 

and all … Usually, people who I don't know really closely, people who I just know 

generally like people who I knew from primary school and they've gone to different 

schools and I'd just see what's going on with them and I'd be like, oh, like they've gone 

down a really cool path, and then I'll look at it for a bit and then I'll just get over that 

and find a new person. Not like a stalker (Erin). 

In this instance Erin broadens the level of voyeurism beyond the girls’ immediate circle of 

peers and friends to discuss watching people that are not close to her but are also not famous 

such as celebrities or influencers. Erin describes constructing assumptions on the lives of 

these girls based upon their Instagram images. In this extract there are references throughout 

to what Erin constructs as “positive”, “good,” “cool,” “I like, a cool path”—without clear 

reference to what that means. Erin as she was talking became aware that she was perhaps 

describing behaviour that was not considered ideal and really wanted to qualify to me that she 

was not a stalker but was doing what everyone else does, implying a level of normality to her 

actions. 

Perhaps among the girls, excessive watching of yourself and your peers is considered 

normal and acceptable and just something that they do as part of being on social media. 

Although it sounded throughout our discussion that Erin could tell there was a fine line in her 

voyeurism, she clearly did not want to have a label placed on her that implied she was 

obsessing about someone or paying them unwanted attention. However, she does describe 

spending a week or so looking and observing their account and posts and then moving on to 

someone else and doing the same thing again. Erin is demonstrating social monitoring 

behaviour, as discussed in the literature, passive scrolling and observing (Nesi et al., 2018a). 

However, this takes passive monitoring further and portrays an intensity to the level of 



107 

 

 

 

observation, surveillance, and critique occurring; she also describes the behaviour not as a 

one-off but something that she consistently does when scrolling through Instagram. 

The implication and assumption that others are performing the same actions in relation to 

the girls’ posts appeared to influence their own posting behaviours. In essence if they are 

heavily observing and critiquing posts of others, the girls then infer or perhaps assume that 

their own post will be as heavily critiqued by others as they themselves are doing. This 

perception that everyone is watching, and judging appears to result in care and attention to 

their own posting patterns. It can be argued that Instagram expands the scope of the panoptic 

gaze by increasing a girl’s sense of being constantly looked at and evaluated. Foucault’s 

theory suggested that surveillance plays a role in influencing ideology whereby 

“normalisation becomes one of the greatest instruments of power” in a disciplinary society 

(Foucault, 1975, p.184). Foucault suggested that the illusion of constantly being watched or 

gazed upon has the power to influence behaviour and to control thought without having to 

use force. 

4.1.2. Striving for Perfection 

The girls’ discussion demonstrates that Instagram facilitates a degree of normalising of 

daily behaviours via making acceptable and mundane the girls’ thoughts pertaining to this 

level of surveillance online. Perhaps the knowledge of a constant gaze as Foucault suggests 

has an influencing power, whereby posting patterns and thought processes are altered and 

influenced. The social media tools, as discussed in Chapter three, allow for filtering and 

editing of images, so they are not always a true mirror reflection of an individual. The girls 

are very aware of Instagram’s functionality, filters, and edits to photographs, including their 

own modifications, conveying a knowledge that images are not always a true reflection of 

reality. 

We know from the data in the previous chapter that Instagram posting is heavily curated, 

and the girls appear to have an understanding of what they need to present online to get 

noticed and to be successful. The girls start to create a sense in their descriptions that they are 

striving for perfection, comparing themselves to curated images, suggesting that perhaps they 

are being influenced by the feeling of a constant gaze of others. A level of care and perfection 

in image capture and presentation along with comment curation was strongly conveyed, 

particularly in relation to the very public Instagram pages by most of the girls, as Amy 

suggests, “there is an unspoken expectation that girls should post photos of themselves  

looking good, whether that be good and pretty, or sexy” Amy not only highlights that the 
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girls feel there is expectation on them, but those expectations are also framed with descriptors 

such as “good,” “pretty,” and “sexy.” These types of words apply a sense that there is an 

understanding among the girls on what sort of images would meet this standard. Knowing 

that an image might not be a true reflection of reality does not appear to alter the girls’ desire 

to replicate a certain ideal and achieve the same level of performance that they observe in 

others. This is referenced by Erin when she describes her own posting patterns: 

They have to live up to that standard but they can't just be like, oh, I look nice in that 

photo, I'll post it. It has to be like, they go through every little specific detail to ensure 

that it's a perfect photo (Erin). 

Erin articulates the need for images and posts to be “perfect.” It is not sufficient to take a 

photo and post it as discussed in Chapter three. These girls are operating in a space where 

they consciously feel a sense of obligation to post and an expectation for it to be perfect. It is 

relevant that Erin was the one who was describing the level of scrutiny that she applies to 

images she is looking at. Essentially this illustrates a judging of people who are trying to 

make perfect photos. It felt that there is perhaps a degree of irony there, in the language, that 

the observer is looking for every little detail, but the creator is also disparaged for checking 

every little detail. There is an ambivalence produced by an awareness that there are two 

contradictory discourses at work. 

Language frequently constructed a dissatisfaction with a girl’s own images leading to self-

evaluation and the turning inwards to reflect on themselves and judge themselves. Here 

Taylor described the prolific taking of photos and again mentions the word “pretty”: 

I always take photos but then I’m just insecure that I might not look as pretty so I 

don't really post them. I always save it as a draft but then I don't post. Sometimes I do 

post but I don't like to post that often because I always look at models and stuff and 

I'm like I don't look anything like that, so I don't want to post (Taylor). 

Taylor’s reasons constructed here for not posting include being insecure, being less pretty, 

not looking the same as models or other aesthetics, and not wanting to post too frequently. 

The comparison with models’ images (usually professionally photographed and styled), 

despite the impossibility of achieving such an image, seems to set a benchmark which is 

extremely high. Here Taylor’s account suggests acceptance that such a benchmark is 
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impossible, but a desire to reach it nonetheless was often expressed. A discourse that starts to 

emerge is the girls’ description of surveiling themselves and others. There is an awareness of 

a standard to adhere to, as the use of words like perfect, pretty, and comparison to models 

starts to construct an ideal of expected beauty standards in their own self-presentation. 

Not all the girls spoke like Taylor, Erin, and Amy did; however, more than two-thirds 

talked tentatively about self-evaluation and comparison online and their own desire to 

achieve certain beauty standards, specifically wanting to be pretty and perfect when posting 

to Instagram. The fact that some girls spoke so openly about the need to be pretty and achieve 

perfection when posting online does suggest that perhaps not all girls might think this way, or 

not all girls were comfortable to divulge these thoughts in the interview. Perhaps other factors 

that are not evident in this data contribute to whether a girl is more vulnerable to the 

influence of the discourse on a beauty standard for girls when operating online. These 

differences in how the girls think would be worth exploring in future studies, as it is not clear 

in the current data what leads girls like Taylor to speak as she does when others do not. Such 

differences can suggest there is perhaps a more nuanced understanding of the impact of social 

media, whereby it has more effect on some girls than others, with a key individual factor 

being the girl’s own sense of self, with a strong sense of self potentially buffering girls 

against the negative impacts of social media. This individual understanding is not clear, nor 

was it within the scope of the research, but it does raise additional questions that will be 

addressed in the discussion chapter. 

What can be suggested from the data is that the girls allude to a tension that is occurring 

internally when they think about posting. Taylor highlights this internal tension that appears 

to be occurring between reality, reason, and insecurity: “Photos can easily be photoshopped, 

so you don't know what's real and what's not. People could be putting out that they look a 

certain way, and they don't, and I would never know but it's just really hard” (Taylor). This 

is particularly meaningful as it highlights how heightened surveillance online is occurring and 

how it can lead teenage girls into placing unrealistic pressure on themselves to both perform 

and conform to a certain persona. Taylor suggests that it is hard to navigate this environment 

where you do not know what is real and what is photoshopped. Taylor discusses that she ends 

up comparing herself to all of it with a strong desire to emulate what she sees. This need to 

emulate others is an example of conforming, adhering to a version of what is perceived by the 
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girls as normative, which is a fascinating contrast to the task of exploration that is central in 

adolescence, according to Erikson (Buhrmester & Prager, 1995; Erikson, 1968). 

As mentioned earlier, conforming involves self-censorship, a silencing of one’s own voice 

in the interests of acceptance of the broader group. An example of this was the girls all 

omitting their extracurricular and sporting activities from online posts. This raised some key 

questions about conformity: to conform something must be silenced, what is being silenced 

and at what cost. The language of Erin and others was very matter of fact and casual, 

suggesting an acceptance that this is normal, perhaps a learned habit or one that had been 

behaviourally reinforced, becoming standard practice for posting and engaging with 

Instagram (Butler, 2009; Mascheroni et al., 2015; Stuart & Donaghue, 2012). 

4.1.3. Hesitant to Post 

There was degree of uniformity in the tentative way the girls talked about posting, in that 

it suggests a normalisation and acceptance that images posted on Instagram must fit a perfect 

aesthetic. Foucault (1980) suggests that an individual can be both objectified and a subject at 

the same time. When we are objectifying the human subject as these girls describe, a dialogue 

develops that becomes rationalised and reduced. This reduction of information constructs a 

discourse that as illustrated by Taylor becomes internalised in the subject and is now acted 

out via a form of self-regulation. This self-regulation and repetition in behaviour and 

performance has the effect of creating a degree of “normalcy” (Butler, 1988; Foucault & 

Hurley, 1990; van Doorn, 2010). It is this process of reduction, rationalisation, and 

normalisation that rings true for me in how this cohort of girls talk about their own social 

media usage. 

In the quote earlier in the chapter by Taylor “I always take photos but then I’m just 

insecure that I might not look as pretty so I don't really post them.” Taylor used very hesitant 

language, as did the other girls, particularly in repeating the phrase “don’t post” several times 

in succession, around a photograph making it to Instagram. The girls all seem to convey a 

hesitancy in posting that links back to the ideal and the challenge of it having to be perfect: 

Then I overthink it. I pick out all the flaws of my photo and I won't post it because I'm 

like, obviously, that's not the best photo of me. I want people to see the best photo of 

me. If I post one photo of myself, which I never do. But if I do, I want people to see a 

good photo (Yvette). 
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Like the other girls, Yvette wants people to see the best of her, reflecting a strong desire to 

be the best they can be, although there is a sense that this is difficult to achieve and requires 

eliminating all flaws. She uses language that implies it is not always an easy task 

acknowledging that the photo she is talking about is still not the best of her even after 

removing the perceived flaws. This has the notion of implying that it takes effort and work to 

get that perfect photo, and even then, it is perhaps still not achievable. The girls’ tentative 

language and expectation to present in a certain manner highlights a performative nature of 

posting and creates both an importance and pressure applied on the self via self-regulation in 

getting it right. 

Amanda takes this further and distinguishes a slight difference between the girls’ posting 

and that of celebrities, whereby the girls have to be careful with what they post as people will 

judge them and perhaps stop following them: 

You have to be very like conscious of what you post and very self-aware … like 

celebrities and stuff, you can like let your guard down a bit less, but you still also 

have to think about what you're gonna post and who's gonna like it, like if you have 

that many followers you don't wanna post something ugly of yourself because just like 

that's just gonna decrease my followers or people, and I don't want people to see me 

like that (Amanda). 

Amanda describes not only the tentative nature of posting but she alludes to the downside, 

the risk of presenting yourself as “ugly” and that doing this has consequences, such as losing 

followers and what appears worst have people see her looking ugly. The word pretty 

appeared regularly throughout the transcripts and ugly being the opposite of pretty is perhaps 

what the girls fear, the idea of portraying themselves in an ugly light. This emphasises a real 

binary nature to posting: the girl’s perception of posting is either pretty or ugly and there is 

nowhere in between. Talking to the girls I felt a real expectation that they place on 

themselves to be perceived as pretty. This stresses an importance and value on not getting it 

wrong, additionally it draws attention to the real risk associated with getting it wrong. The 

discourse of an acknowledged and understood beauty standard starts to develop in the girls’ 

language, revealed in repeated terms such as pretty, ugly, and perfect, suggesting a concept of 

flawlessness and requiring the ability to edit out any imperfections. 
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Butler theorised that people present themselves in a certain way to conform with their 

preconceived ideas and ideology whereby the ideal beauty standard can be absorbed from the 

culture and then invested in so that it is internalised. The culture of Instagram and perhaps 

broader cultural elements at play appear to be conditioning this cohort of teenage girls both in 

how they think about posting and how they interact and post online (Butler, 1988). Butler 

would argue that the dominant culture or normative ideals reward and punish users, 

respectively, for conformity and resistance to the dominant discourse; that is, in the need to 

both “strive for perfection” while at the same time be very “hesitant to post” there appear to 

be tensions between these two notions that influence how girls should be presented (Butler, 

1988). 

4.2. Avoid Negative Appraisal at All Cost 

The tentative language of the girls around being cautious when posting demonstrated a 

fear of being criticised or judged and being openly humiliated if people commented 

negatively on their posts. However, when questioned during the interviews about evidence of 

negative criticism online there was little evidence of this. Interestingly most of them have 

never had any negative comments nor do they see negative comments being posted on 

people’s posts. However, that does not mean that there is an absence of evidence that 

suggests the girls are critical with examples of judgemental activity occurring individually 

and in small groups. The girls’ language constructed a sense of judgement that appears to be 

shared in small groups but not online. Naomi talks about the posting of a younger girl, being 

overly critical of what she posted: 

So like I'll see people like year sevens who are posting stuff that I would like never 

post. I'd be like, oh, you're like-- Do you feel like obviously comfortable posting that 

stuff like? …She wears these weird outfits like that you wouldn't expect like a year 

seven to wear … Like if I was to do something like that, that'd just be like a joke … 

And it would just be between me and my friends. I wouldn't go putting it on your main 

page (Naomi). 

Naomi was particularly critical during the interview of this year seven girl’s clothing and 

it not being appropriate for her to wear but also that she would never wear something like that 

herself. The way Naomi and many of the girls talked conveyed that they had an unconscious 
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understanding of what was appropriate to post and what was not. Naomi says, “I would never 

post” and questioned how this girl could feel comfortable to post this way, suggesting it was 

unusual, even calling the girl’s outfit “weird” implying that it is not appropriate and does not 

conform. It appeared that there are unwritten rules and if you operate outside those and post 

anything risqué then it would be judged harshly by others. 

There was often the comment made across the cohort when discussing others’ posts, “why 

would she do that,” clearly stating that they do not understand why some girls would take 

risks and post outside these unspoken rules. Naomi went on to say that posting inappropriate 

content was “like not acceptable” and that it would “backfire on them”. I asked Naomi and 

the other girls for evidence of this happening and the general comment was the same as 

Naomi’s “um, no, not really.” The girls’ language, as illustrated by Naomi, highlights a 

strong understanding of the rules and that if you operate outside those rules, you will be 

judged. Naomi’s wording and tone also seemed to portray a ruthless lack of compassion for 

those younger than her, potentially starting out their Instagram careers and vulnerable to 

getting the rules wrong. Yet there was no empathy, and an absence of relating back to 

themselves, having likely made similar “mistakes” when they were younger. This suggests 

that the girls appear to be both accepting and endorsing a culture of compliance, whereby the 

norms and expectations are understood by the girls, and self-policing is taking place. The 

evidence of self-regulation and compliance evident in the data supports earlier findings in the 

literature (Chua & Chang, 2016; Stuart & Donaghue, 2012). 

Language used by several of the girls was not only critical, as demonstrated by Naomi, but 

very contradictory in supporting freedom to post whatever one likes, however, 

acknowledgment that judgement is occurring and then a misunderstanding, resulting in a 

questioning of why she would choose to operate outside the unspoken rules. 

I think people can get judged for what they do post. If it's like, I guess, inappropriate 

and then they’d get judged for that. I don't know and I wouldn't say that I like or 

dislike. I don't really have a view when girls, or whatever, post pictures in their 

underwear, and bras, and stuff. I don't really have a view on that because I don't care 

because it's not my life. I don't really care but I do think people do get judged. It's not 

my place to tell what other people should or shouldn't post ... I’d say it's irresponsible 
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to post pictures in your underwear and whatever. I don't care but I know that other 

people would judge them for that (Caroline). 

Caroline’s quote is complex and required a step-by-step reflection on what the language was 

saying. Despite an absence of negative commenting, there appears a strong emphasis that 

others will judge them. However, it appears unclear on where and in what way the action of 

judging will occur. The degree of uncertainty can make it even scarier, if it seems elusive it 

can be more powerful. This builds on Hogg’s social identity theory and self-categorization 

theory, which suggests that uncertainty plays a role in constructing a subjective view. 

Whereby uncertainty acts as a reductionist model of motivation, the individual’s need to 

reduce uncertainty leads to increasing their own compliance to the socially understood norms, 

and in turn, the dominant discourse (Hogg, 2012). The discourse of judging negatively 

constructs a degree of uncertainty. Additionally, this was prefaced with justification and 

excuses, with constant “it’s not me doing the judging,” or that’s my view while minimising 

that it’s my view. The language seems so intangible about who is doing what and in what 

way, making it hard to pin down. Caroline’s language, like that of many of the girls, 

illustrates this contradiction of it being their choice to post images in bra and undies but in the 

same paragraph appears to be judging and making assumptions that it is perhaps not 

desirable, and critical, such as posting for attention from boys. Caroline, as several of the 

other girls alluded, describes motivation behind certain types of posting, whether that be 

attention seeking in general or to draw attention from boys. The language of the girls conveys 

not only a sense of performative nature in making choices to post but also a need to reduce 

uncertainty and to conform (Hogg, 2012). 

While it appeared that negative feedback or commentary was rarely received by this 

cohort of girls it does not suggest that negative appraisal was not occurring. As stated by 

Amanda “No you don’t ever tell them upfront,” but she goes on to say that you can use 

sarcasm or a joke to suggest criticism. Alternatively, the girls talked about discussing others’ 

posting behaviour in small chat groups, as Ava comments, “yes. It’ll definitely be behind 

your back.” This commentary from Ava and Amanda not only suggests that negative 

appraisal is occurring behind closed doors, but the language the girls uses indicates an 

understanding and acknowledgment that there is a degree of judgement to be expected when 

posting. 
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Amanda like many of the girls talked about negative comments occurring in Instant 

Messenger: “They might say something behind your back to like a friend or something, be 

like, "oh my God, I don't like her body but…Oh, her boobs are like too big". Amanda’s 

criticism illustrates how personal it can be, whereby girls will actually discuss someone else’s 

body and how they are presenting themselves. This links to the concept of mean girl culture 

that has been discussed in the literature and linked to white middle class girls bullying and 

being aggressive (Ringrose, 2006). However, what appears different here is that the bullying 

is very covert and in private rather than in a public domain and forum. 

The negative criticism being made in private was often diluted with comments like “it’s 

her choice” and “she can post what she likes” but the girls will also be judgemental of 

personal attributes. The girls all acknowledge that celebrities and influencers get negative 

comments but as individual girls they do not appear to get negative commentary on their 

Instagram images or profile. Most of the girls all seemed to agree with Opal’s comment “I 

don't really put my opinions on display to others about other people,” and their discussions 

about posting behaviour appear to reflect this. However, as Zara says negative comments are 

not public but are occurring in private: “Most people like private message people in 

Instagram, which has happened to me before but yes. Because a lot of people are quite smart 

about what they say.” 

Zara used the term “smart,” implying that people are consciously making decisions around 

commenting, suggesting that it is not spontaneous, but the girls would strategically make 

positive comments on Instagram page. However, negative appraisal of someone’s image or 

post will occur behind closed doors in private chats or via Messenger. Zara goes on to say 

that this negative feedback is not face-to-face but via social media tools, “they ignore you 

face to face. They use social media.” These quotes reveal that a degree of mean girl culture as 

discussed by Ringrose (2006) is still evident in social media activity, with examples of highly 

critical appraisal of others occurring. However, there has been a shift or adaption of 

behaviour from overt bullying and criticism in public spaces evident in early literature on 

girls, to very covert criticism, taking place away from public gaze, occurring in private chat 

groups as seen with this cohort. This type of behaviour has the ability to create an 

environment for inclusion and exclusion. 

Their language presented as so certain on the protocols of posting and commenting 

making it appear that clear operating norms for social media exist and are widely understood 

by this cohort, whereby everything is so controlled and tentative on Instagram from both the 
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posting to the critiquing and the commenting. You have to say the right thing and operate 

under the appropriate norms in public or there may be consequences. 

Knowing Gaze of the Other. As suggested by Foucault, we are seeing how the knowing 

gaze of the “other” creates the norm: “introduces, as a useful imperative and because of 

measurement, all the shading of individual differences” (1980 p. 184). In step with Foucault, 

we see evidence among the girls’ discourse on posting and observing other posts that there 

appears to be a highly specific and ever-growing signalling to teenage girls on what is 

expected of them, but also a narrowing of what is acceptable. This was particularly 

referenced by our cohort of participants, who openly remarked that this is what is “expected” 

of them. The girls’ language was laden with expectation and obligation to act and perform in 

certain ways online. The social media applications, particularly Instagram, reflect a tool of 

surveillance in the girls’ lives, a tool that is described by them as “all seeing.” In essence 

social media acts as a panopticon, the eye that always sees, whereby the knowing gaze of 

others, present or perceived, influences behaviour patterns online, resulting in a narrowing of 

what is acceptable, turning the girls to conform with the cultural norms (Butler, 2009; 

Dobson, 2015; Dobson, 2014). 

4.3. It’s all a Performance 

Instagram and other social media platforms expand the scope of the panoptic gaze by 

increasing a girl’s sense of being constantly looked at. As highlighted earlier our cohort of 

participants specifically referenced this by openly remarking and outlining what was 

“expected” of them. Through both external and internal surveillance, standards for normalcy 

mean that individual differences are minimised, and normative discourses become 

strengthened. The girls’ discourse portrayed a picture of being constantly observed and 

evaluated and this has the power to impact not only on their thought processes around posting 

but their own sense of self (Foucault, 1975). Several of the girls talked about being conflicted 

by some of their own posting behaviour, suggesting there was a falseness and a performance 

in how they engage online, particularly when commenting on others’ posts. Ava talked about 

a degree of being fake and not true to herself in her posting patterns. Ava describes 

commenting on people’s posts when she says, “yes. I’ll just like, pretty or love this or like 

something, and I'll be like, Ugh. I won't mean it but…” indicating she felt obligated to. There 

was an awareness in the girls’ language that they had to always like a friend’s post, make 

comments like “love you” or “pretty” to demonstrate socially that they are friends. This 

performative nature of commenting and liking people’s posts reflected not just on that 
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person’s post but is reflective of a girl’s own social standing and stature. Ava goes on to 

discuss this: 

Yes. Sometimes, and then you're just like, ugh. Well, yes. It's not killing me and I'd 

rather … instead of her like thinking that I'm a bitch or like saying things behind my 

back, I will just like, it's fine. If it was something serious, I wouldn't. Saying, “you 

look nice” in a photo, it's not really going to affect any of us, so, if it's going to make 

her feel confident or like so confident or like build her likes, like whatever (Ava). 

Ava is suggesting that as a friend or even with acquaintances if she does not comment or 

like them this will get noticed and reflect badly on her, impacting how others see her. This 

suggests that not just what the girls post online is being judged but also other aspects of 

online features such as commenting and liking both the action of doing and the absence of it. 

The performative nature of Instagram is not limited to signalling to others that you support 

your friends, but there appears to be a necessity to signal to your peers that you are relevant. 

A need to post for the purpose of showing people that you are active, and a need to remain 

relevant and present in their minds. Amy too talked about the strong urge to have a presence 

online to be relevant; she felt obligated to show others that she also participated in the same 

activities as her peers, such as in the following case attending a school graduation: 

That was hard seeing so many people post about graduating and just what they had 

been up to and what they were doing. And so, I haven't. I feel like I should, there is a 

sense of me that feels like I should, I feel like it’s more to tell people, like I’m doing 

this too. There's a sense of me that feels like I should (Amy). 

Amy talked about being a prolific poster when she was younger but pulled back as it was 

not good for her mental health. Amy had made some personal rules and boundaries about not 

posting or having an online presence anymore; however, when significant events occurred 

like her year 12 graduation, she felt a strong urge, stating “I should” participate in sharing 

this online. Amy had similar language to Ava in that they both expressed feeling obligated to 

post and conform to a certain online presence and posting patterns. This behaviour highlights 

not just the obligation but also the performative nature of Instagram and how it is used as a 

tool to convey participation and inclusion. This references the developmental need discussed 
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in the literature to signal belonging, and the role a desire to belong has on girls’ self-

presentation and self-disclosure (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Davis, 2012a; Smith et al., 

2021). The technology and the behaviour appear to have become culturally embedded, so that 

the assumption is that they are not fleeting, but rather more enduring and more complex, with 

a set of instructions that are unreflected upon, and hard to resist. 

As Foucault suggests, the subtlety of non-disciplinary power, via a normative discourse 

and an ideological need to conform, is far more pervasive and influential than disciplinary 

power, highlighting how ideological power is transmitted and enforced (Foucault, 1972). The 

girls’ discourses do not simply evolve or get acted upon like the traditional view of culture 

and the individual, rather they are taken up willingly and performed through what Butler 

(1993) calls repetitive citationality. Repetitive citationality refers to the manner in which 

overarching discourses of identity emerge through self-performance, particularly established 

and reinforced through our social habits of clothes, gestures, speech, and other elements of 

self-performance. This cohort of girls appear to be repetitively self-performing in a manner 

that is creating, reinforcing, and perpetuating a certain discourse. These discourses exert 

power by producing a mindset, a self-imposed discipline concerning their appearance and 

behaviour. The girls appear aware of other and competing discourses such as individual 

freedom, self-expression, and creativity, however, the beauty standard discourse appears 

dominant for these girls, creating an implied normalcy, which postmodernists would argue 

carries an exercise of power. 

4.4. The Focus on the Body 

The Foucauldian concept of “biopower,” or the necessity of power acting on and 

controlling the body, is important in how power is being harnessed by social media platforms 

(Butler, 1995; Elias & Gill, 2018; Foucault, 1976; McRobbie, 2015; Ringrose, 2011). 

Foucault described that biopower functions by constructing the body as an object and 

harnessing the “distributive management of its forces” (Foucault, 1976 p. 141), particularly 

the reproductive nature of the female body. By normalising the focus upon the body, 

biopower disconnects people from their personalised experience and wants, which makes it 

easier to progressively introduce increasingly greater levels of self-regulation and control 

(Butler, 1989; Elias & Gill, 2018; Foucault, 1976). Biopower is particularly useful for 

thinking about the way that normative discourses of femininity and beauty standards 

encourage girls to view their bodies as objects and to constantly be aware of their physical 

appearance (Elias & Gill, 2018). The girls interviewed were all very aware of their own 
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bodies, which is very normal for this age group (Fardouly et al., 2015); however, the intensity 

and the frequency with which they view and capture images of the female body, whether that 

be observing bodies of their peers and influencers or themselves, is far greater today than at 

any other time (Fardouly et al., 2018). In this section I explore the representations that this 

group displayed of their own bodies and how comfortable they felt doing so. 

4.4.1. It’s All About the Perfect Bikini Shot 

The participants talked about posting bikini shots of themselves and images that might be 

considered revealing. The girls each expressed their own views about posting revealing 

images on social media and Instagram, each having her own line of what was appropriate and 

not appropriate to post. Several of the girls mentioned being aware that family members 

followed their accounts and they had to consider what they would post based upon parents’ or 

other adults’ opinions. Emily in the quote below references her grandmother in Melbourne 

thinking that Emily revealed too much of herself, although this awareness of her grandma’s 

observation did not appear to impact on her posting patterns: 

My grandma has Instagram there, and she has an opinion about what I post. She's 

always like that’s too much, if I post myself in a bikini or something … She says “I 

don't think you should post that.” You need to keep some things of yourself hidden, but 

I was like well, you know I don't really mind … I live in Sydney, so I am always at the 

beach all the time taking photos, it's like something we do. It’s just something we do, 

but I don't think she understands (Emily). 

Emily is aware that her grandmother does not think posting images of herself in a bikini is 

acceptable, but in Emily’s eyes it is just “something we do” and her grandmother’s concern is 

positioned as not understanding because she lives in Melbourne; therefore, does not 

appreciate Emily’s beach culture in Sydney. Emily used the word “always,” which implies 

not only that grandma comments frequently that she is revealing to much of herself, but also 

that she is frequently posting bikini shots and other revealing images of herself on social 

media. We can propose that Emily minimised her grandmother’s concerns as being out of 

touch due to the generational gap. This reference to it being “something we do” is very 

normalising and dilutes the riskiness associated with presenting images that have a lot of 

yourself on display. Supporting the notion of normalising the bikini shot as just “something 

we do” is Erin highlighting that perhaps the normalising effect comes from always seeing 
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these kinds of images. According to Erin, “there's so many more photos of girls who were 

wearing bikinis or selfies online.” Erin, like all the girls, is aware of girls their age posting 

revealing images. 

Amy takes it further than Emily, adding that “it’s just something we have to do,” (Amy) 

further reinforcing a level of expectation and suggesting the reason girls post these sorts of 

images is to meet the expectation of a specific audience that they post for. This is elaborated 

upon by Amy: “Us girls, we feel the need. We feel obliged to have this kind of stuff posted for 

guys.” Amy suggests that for her the expectation of having to post a certain way is linked to 

boys being the audience. Amy’s discussion around posting her own bikini images and the 

level of obligation she feels to posting in this manner is explained by the need to post certain 

images for boys. The girls were not explicitly asked if they viewed boys as their main 

audience on social media; however, a few did imply that they were aware that boys were an 

aspect of their posting audience and did take this into consideration when self-presenting 

online. 

Not all the girls interviewed felt comfortable posting bikini images. They all spoke of it 

being a common practice that was acceptable for their age group but frowned upon by their 

parents and grandparents. Taylor, like Amy and Emily, also posted bikini images and had 

argued with her mum about the content, “why did you post this?” “But I’m like it's fun, she 

doesn't really want me posting bikini photos.” Taylor’s mum challenges her posting but 

Taylor does it anyway as she thinks it acceptable and “what you do.” The obligation is to be 

like everyone else. This provides another indication of how being subject to a powerful 

discourse can have a normalising effect on what is suitable to post. Stella, when talking about 

what is acceptable to post prefaces posting bikini images like Emily as just being part of your 

life, being at the beach or going on holidays: “when you go out with friends, you take nice 

pictures at the beach or if you're travelling. You just want to post your life” (Emily). Again, 

the language of “just” posting your life has both a minimalising and normalising effect, 

making it very matter of fact, being justified in the girls’ minds that they are just posting 

aspects of their life, whereby the the display of their bodies online in deemed expected. 

However, we know from Chapter three that the girls’ posts are carefully crafted and 

considered whereby they limit aspects of their life when posting online, and thus they are 

making choices. In Chapter three we discussed how girls do not post images of their sport, 

dance, music, or any of their extra-curricular activities, which are clearly part of their life. 
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Importantly, this highlights that some parts of their life, along with much else, are silenced, 

while other actions have a casualness applied to them and are positioned by the girls as 

acceptable and “just something we do.” Revealing images of their body on the beach in a 

bikini is positioned as acceptable standard posting behaviour. There is evidence in the girl’s 

actions that they understand what is acceptable and what is not, and this knowledge of what is 

understood as being normalised appears to influence the choices they make online relating to 

self-presentation. 

4.4.2. The Constant Gaze Leads to Objectification of the Body 

Bikini Shots, Yes, Nudity, No. Much of what the girls talked about posting online is their 

own body and images of themselves. The literature suggests that this level of self-

presentation reflects both a level of performance and a degree of sexualisation of teenage 

girls online (Mascheroni et al., 2015; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015). While the girls also self-

presented online, they all seem to have their own line of what they will and won’t post. Some 

of this is influenced by parents, for others it is a fear of judgment. As mentioned above, 

Emily and others knew their family disapproved of revealing images online but posted 

anyway. However, other girls like Courtney adopt their mum’s guidance: 

Oh, I wouldn't want mum or dad to see this photo, then I know that I shouldn't be 

posting it. … I posted a bikini photo once, she was like. This can give the wrong 

message. So I was like, Okay, I have to take it down (Courtney). 

Courtney is very aware of her mum’s views on what is appropriate, and her posting 

behaviours are reflective of this. Courtney recognised that her mum has her own view on 

what is acceptable and what is not. She is conforming to her mum’s socially constructed 

views and if mum does not like what she posted she would delete it. She is not posting bikini 

shots, not because she does not want to, rather her conformity and self-regulation is 

influenced not only by her peers but also her mother, or she is making a choice, aware to 

some degree of the two discourses at work. 

Popularity Plays a Role. The girls interviewed appear to fall into three groups, those 

comfortable posting images of their body online, such as bikini shots; those that limit their 

posting of revealing images, based on being worried what their parents would think, or 

knowing that their parent would not approve; and a third group that consciously did not want 

to post revealing images of themselves and were critical of those that did. Of the girls 
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interviewed, I got the impression that those with the most followers (over 1,000) seemed 

more at ease posting more of themselves. As Betty suggests, bikini image posting is not for 

everyone “not my friends. Not in my group, but I guess some of the popular girls do.” Betty 

acknowledges that while it is not for her and her friends it is occurring in her age group. Amy 

also conveys a link between popularity and posting revealing images. Amy talks about her 

sister’s posting patterns: 

I was never someone that would post pictures of myself in a bikini or anything like that, 

I was never like that. My youngest sister who's 15, she is complete opposite to me. She’s 

very popular in her year. She’s very she’s very on-trend and she posts, but now the rule 

of social media is to be cool, you have to not post a lot, like you only have five or six 

images to your profile which I just don't get. She would post stuff of her where she was 

in a bikini or in her just I'd say undergarment (Amy) 

Amy is not in the popular group and has less than 1,000 followers, but her younger sister 

is “very popular” and according to Amy “on-trend” in that she conforms to the rules of social 

media, and this appears, in Amy’s mind, to include bikini and underwear shots on her socials. 

Amy infers that there is a link between popularity and posting patterns and behaviours. 

There seemed to be an awareness of what images get more likes and followers. As 

outlined by Poppy, there is an understanding of what gets noticed on social media: 

They post like pictures of their body and then tiny swimmers and then I'm posting 

about like pictures of landscape and trees … so like their post they have a lot of 

comments and then my post gets like zero comments … It's just not something I want 

to be part of because as soon as you start getting those comments, you just want more, 

and you'd be posting more and more similar stuff just to get those comments like for 

attention (Poppy). 

Poppy had the least number of followers of all the girls interviewed and was conscious of not 

wanting to post revealing images of herself in “tiny swimmers.” She is comfortable posting 

landscape shots but is very aware that she is not popular and her posting patterns will not lead 
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to popularity. Poppy talks about the construct of popularity as if it applies across online and 

offline, whereby she was aware that her posts do not get likes and she does not have a lot of 

followers in comparison to the popular girls (who appear to hold that label online and in the 

playground). Poppy references posting for “attention” and alludes to once you do that you 

will “just want more.” She appears to understand the cycle of wanting more and more 

attention and therefore has decided to not opt out completely but to play on the fringes of 

social media. It is unclear what motivates Yvette’s choice not to self-present online and only 

post landscape shots. Her reasoning could be influenced by a number of factors, including her 

own insecurities related to self-presenting online for fear of not being accepted, or perhaps in 

her mind she does not adhere to the beauty standard expected, or perhaps she is taking an 

active stance against the discourse of conformity. 

As mentioned by Yvette, “girls are just trying to show that they're really cool and that 

popular and they're pretty and stuff.” Yvette appears very aware of the beauty standard and 

that girls have the need to signal to others that they are pretty and popular. The girls in our 

cohort that talked about posting more revealing images and being comfortable doing so all 

had the higher follower numbers (all over 1,000 followers). It is unclear if popularity gives 

them the confidence to post this way or whether to be popular you need to post this way. 

While posting revealing images online has been normalised and is acceptable by some, the 

girls presented in their language that they viewed girls posting revealing images as containing 

a level of attention seeking, with examples of judgement being applied. 

The Judgement Continues. Regardless of whether the girls felt comfortable posting 

revealing images, there was a sense that those that did post revealing images were assessed 

and judged for it by their peers. The judgements ranged from being critical of the revealing 

nature of the post, to criticising the girl’s image itself, or the motivation for posting. Yvette, 

like several of the girls, highlights that they all have their own line or perhaps an objective 

standard of what is appropriate and if it is crossed then judgement and critique will follow: 

“Some people just cross the line like you can post photos of your yourself in a bikini, but 

sometimes people post themselves in their underwear and that gets gossip. Because then 

people will talk about it.” In Yvette’s mind her objective standard is that bikini images are 

acceptable, but underwear is not, and according to Yvette you will get talked about if you 

post what she considers not conforming to the standard. The idea of being judged by what 

you post, and if you get it wrong, is very much expressed by the girls and, as mentioned 

above, they can be very tentative and cautious in deciding what to post. The next extract 
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highlights the caution taken, whereby Emily seeks validation from her peers to ensure that 

she is making the right decision: 

If you were in your swimmers, and you thought, that might be too showy or something 

like that. Then your friends are like I think it’s okay and your other friends is like I 

think it’s okay. Then you are like, okay, it might be okay. Then in the back of your 

head like, people are going to judge me. They're going to think it's too much, or things 

like that (Emily). 

As Emily consciously questions herself, thinking she might have gone too far, wondering 

if her image might be considered too much, wondering will I get judged or will this be well 

received? Emily as quoted earlier in the chapter said she was comfortable posting bikini 

images online; however, it appears that not all bikinis are the same, nor are perhaps our view 

of ourselves, and our level of comfort posting always consistent. Hence self-doubt may ebb 

and flow and be influenced by other factors. It appears that Emily does not post without 

considering how it will be evaluated by others and makes an assessment on what others will 

think by consulting her friends for confirmation and advice. While we see evidence the girls 

seek advice on what to post, seeking and getting validation, we also see less tentative 

behaviour when critiquing others. Amanda talks as if she knows in her mind what is 

acceptable and what is not and will clearly judge those that are not conforming to her view on 

the social norms. Amanda labels these social faux pas as crossing the line and being socially 

unacceptable: 

Yeah. And you're just like what is this person doing? So it is again like a little bit 

socially unacceptable, ‘cuz everyone talks about them and it's like I don't care if you 

are talking about body image, you don't post a picture of your naked self-online 

(Amanda). 

Amanda questions the choices and decisions being made by girls that cross the line and 

her language is highly critical, labelling this person’s actions as unacceptable, suggesting that 

there is a real sense of what is appropriate or not, thus she is justified in challenging why this 

person would choose to operate outside the norms of acceptability. The language suggests 

that within this cohort there is an unspoken sense of what they can and cannot post. The 
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essence of self-regulation is inferred in that a person posting nudes or underwear shots is 

acting outside what is socially acceptable and questions why anyone would do that, 

acknowledging that there are known consequences, such as gossip. 

The participants  provide an explanation of why someone would operate outside the 

social norms of what is acceptable by implying that they do so for attention. As Opal 

discusses in the next quote, she assesses that there are reasons for posting: 

I think for teenage girls, it’s different with different people I guess. Some people I 

think they post more sexualized photos and just content because they want to be seen I 

guess. They want … attention, that sort of thing. I think others do it maybe because 

they want to feel good about themselves generally (Opal). 

Opal offers up two options for why someone would post sexualised images of themselves, 

and both are centred around attention, whether that be to feel good about themselves or to get 

attention in general. Later in this section, I will discuss the notion of posting sexualised 

images for the attention of boys, which was touched upon earlier. However, I wanted to 

provide context here in the decision-making process the girls undertake when they post 

revealing shots, as they are very aware of judgement, whether that be from parents, family, 

peers, or themselves. Presumably they are also aware of cultural labelling for being 

considered sexually “loose” or “provocative” women such as “slut,” which we saw in the 

literature around sexting and the evidence of double standards and slut shaming (Mascheroni 

et al., 2015; Ringrose et al., 2013). 

4.4.3. Conformity and Sexualisation: Objectification Become the Norm 

According to Foucault it is through the creation and dissemination of new and old 

discourses that we can distinguish and classify human behaviour, whereby “normalization 

becomes one of the great instruments of power in a disciplinary society” (Foucault, 1975, p. 

184). The transcripts and the girls’ posting patterns illustrate normalisation and self-

regulation taking place in the presentation of the self, particularly regarding their own bodies, 

whereby much of what the girls post is images of their own bodies (McRobbie, 2015; Renold 

& Ringrose, 2011; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015). Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) take 

Foucault’s notion of biopower and control over the body further arguing that the constant, 

subtle sexualizing of women through gazing, forms the basis for viewing women as objects, 

not people, and invades the female consciousness leading to constant self-monitoring and 



126 

 

 

 

intrusive reminders from others, as well as oneself, to attend to their own physical 

appearance. Fredrickson and Roberts developed a theory relevant to Foucault’s gaze of 

others. Their theory of objectification is based on how women serve as sexual objects for the 

male gaze (Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2012) and how the “subtle and everyday practice of 

sexual gazing” has significant consequences for how women view themselves. Fredrickson 

and Roberts noted that “the mass media’s proliferation of sexualized images of the female 

body is fast and thorough” and that “confrontations with these images, then, are virtually 

unavoidable” (p. 77) and bound to impact women in some way. While Fredrickson and 

Roberts (1997) spoke specifically of women and mainstream media and Mahoney (2020) and 

Elias and Gill (2018) applied this to women on social media, this approach can be extended 

to teenage girls. Where a level of objectification was evident in the data, girls’ self-

monitoring and the level of sexual gazing appear to introduced a level of objectification 

which is normalised (Elias & Gill, 2018; Mahoney, 2020). 

Observing that their bodies are rendered as sexualized objects for public consumption, 

girls internalise this discourse from the media and other sources and as Fredrickson and 

Roberts assert, “engage in habitual, self-conscious body monitoring” (p. 180), which we 

know is occurring daily on social media platforms (Elias & Gill, 2018; Feltman & 

Szymanski, 2018). The taking of selfies and numerous photos of the self that they never 

posted are used to critique the self and have the ability to contribute to the objectification of 

the female body (Feltman & Szymanski, 2018; Renold & Ringrose, 2011). There is evidence 

in the data to suggest that this objectification and habitual self-conscious body monitoring is 

occurring in this cohort of girls, as other contemporary literature on teenage social media use 

has found (Sebastian, 2019; Stuart & Donaghue, 2012). 

As highlighted by Zara, the girls are following and conforming to what they see around 

them: “when YouTubers or celebrities … mainly YouTube post photos of them in a bikini or 

whatever. They're like really skinny and tanned and stuff. You kind of feel like that's normal. 

That's what you’re supposed to be.” Zara uses the word “normal” which can be supported by 

Fredrickson and Robert’s notion that the constant gaze and replication of sexualised images 

habitualises subconsciously in the mind and eases its way into the social discourse, whereby 

it becomes both habitualised and in turn normalised (Stuart & Donaghue, 2012). 

Erin like Zara discusses the influence sexual gazing has on her own sense of self and 

thought process prior to posting: 
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Whoa. Everyone must have a body like that. Which I know it's not true but it's hard to 

convince yourself otherwise because you see it on magazines, on Instagram, on TV 

and everything. I think it affected me, but I try to distance myself from that. I don't 

follow Kylie Jenner or Fashion Nova or stuff that post stuff like that. I know that a lot 

of it is fake as well. I know that they face tune a lot of it. Sometimes subconsciously I 

know it gets to me sometimes. I'd be like, Should I wear a bikini or should I just not 

swim (Erin)? 

Erin not only suggests that posting sexualised images has become normalised because she 

observes it everywhere, but she also alludes to how it can influence her and how she views 

her own body both on social media and off. She connects posting and judgement online with 

her own body image concerns and draws direct links between the decision to post to social 

media, the choice of wearing a bikini, and engaging in activities and actions such as 

swimming. This demonstrates the power that social media practice and the discourse of 

beauty standards and body image ideals have on the girls, and how potentially they might be 

proving harmful beyond the medium itself. This illustrates the complexities of the 

interconnectedness between online and offline. 

The posting of sexualised images has become normalised, and the objectification of girls 

can be illustrated in the way the girls would criticize each other and themselves (Mahoney, 

2020). It could be argued that the harshness of the language the girls use when talking about 

each other would apply more aptly to an object, not a person (Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 

2012). Perhaps in addition to objectification there is a degree of depersonalisation occurring 

online that creates an environment wherein a person’s image can be dissected in such an 

objectified manner (Darling, 2021). 

Amanda like many of the girls was highly critical of her peers and her language has the 

effect of objectifying the person she critiques: 

They might say something behind your back to like a friend or something, be like, oh 

my God, I don't like her body but … Yeah, sometimes it’s like, oh, her boobs are like 

too big ... Like it’s a bit ridiculous. At that point, you're just like, that's just 
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unattractive because they are too big, or like, she's like a little bit on the chubbier 

side, but no one ever really like hates on it (Amanda). 

Amanda takes judgment of the posting of a sexualised image further than labelling it 

socially acceptable or not, as she critiques their body parts and body image. This breaking 

down of the person into body parts is very depersonalising, in that it is not criticising the girl 

herself but aspects of her: “her boobs are too big,” and goes on to judge her weight (Ringrose 

& Harvey, 2015). Ironically, Amanda says, “no one ever really like hates on it,” but clearly 

the language she has used to judge this girl’s body is very objectifying and highly critical and 

could be classed as hating. The girls’ discourse suggest that they can be highly critical of 

each other and break a person down into body parts unaware they could be considered mean 

or hurtful. Perhaps the ease with which they do dissect a person online is influenced by the 

level of curation and photoshopping occurring, whereby the functionality to photoshop and 

alter images has an objectifying and depersonalising effect on the way the girls view other 

images online. 

Angela like several of the girls was extremely critical of girls that she perceived to have 

photoshopped their images: 

Yes. Well, people have fat-shamed her multiple times just because the way she … 

because she would Photoshop her photos to make herself look slimmer than she 

actually is. It basically disgusts me because I just don't want to open my Instagram 

and see that (Angela). 

Angela is very descriptive in her critical language using the word “disgusts” to describe a 

peer, outlining that in her mind that it is not acceptable to portray yourself as slimmer than 

you are in real life. The language objectifies this girl’s body and is laden with judgment 

specific to her body size. Fran confirms this negative appraisal of photoshopping bodies but 

cannot articulate why it is a bad thing, “Photoshop if you want, that’s fine, but people who 

photoshop their bodies a lot, I don't think it's that good. I don't know how to explain it” 

(Fran). Again, we see this line of what is right and wrong when posting, and it seems to be 

unconditionally accepted but as to “why” the girls are less able to articulate. 

What becomes evident from the girls interviewed is that the boundaries of judgement and 

objectification that occur online extend beyond social media to real life. The evaluation of 

your appearance, the “gaze” of others extends to face-to-face encounters, as Angela 
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highlights, “Yes, I had girls that photoshop their own photos. When you photoshop, if you've 

met someone in real life, it's very hard not to tell because you can tell the difference. I know 

it's just in my mind” (Angela). While the research was focused on social media platforms, it is 

apparent that much of the behaviour online influences the behaviour offline, suggesting girls 

internalise the dominant discourse conveyed on social media platforms and in the wider 

culture, thus normalising an ideal view of what ‘girls’ should look and behave like, causing 

them to act upon and reinforce this viewpoint. One could argue that these girls are 

unknowingly objectifying themselves, buying into the discourse and take up a somewhat 

restrictive subjective position, illustrating the power of the discourse to shape consciousness. 

Angela explains in the quote below the dos and don’ts and the reality of harsh treatment 

and judgement that occurs: 

I don't really know how to explain it, because I feel you have to … if you're going to 

wear a short top, you can't be overweight. Otherwise, people are going to shame you. 

If you have acne on your face, people expect you to put on makeup to cover it up 

(Angela). 

The participants appear accustomed to being judged and judging each other so that it 

becomes expected, influencing how they think about themselves and others. Angela’s use of 

language with phrases like “I feel you have to” and “otherwise” demonstrates a real sense and 

clear knowledge of what is expected and acceptable and what the outcome will be if they 

deviate. I gained a feeling of an implied conformity occurring across the girls that 

sexualisation and objectification was occurring but there did not seem to be a concern that it 

was a bad thing or that changes need to be made. 

4.4.4. Send Nudes: Sexual Objectification Going One Step Further 

During the interviews some of the girls mentioned that they would get unsolicited requests 

for nudes and receive direct messages from boys containing nude images. Several of the girls 

(four) mentioned the term “fuck boy.” The first time I heard the phrase was interviewing 

Amanda and I asked for a definition: “Basically, it's just … there's so many of them and 

they're all like in your age group, and they really, they're just guys that are just disgusting” 

(Amanda). 

Amanda tells me that the boys are her age and in her neighbourhood. In her mind they are 

not random strangers or adults pretending to be boys. I did ask her if she worried about them 
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being adult men, but she and the other girls did not seem worried about this option, or view 

these messages or requests as threatening, rather they talked about it like an inconvenience 

that was part of being on social media. The girls described this type of behaviour as when 

someone (male) requested to add them on Snapchat or Instagram and then once accepted 

would proceed to send pictures of their penis or requests to the girls asking for nudes. I had 

not originally included this topic of questioning in the interview schedule, as I was not aware 

it was so common; therefore, not all the girls were asked directly, nor am I aware of the 

coverage across the cohort of girls. However, those that mentioned it to me spoke of it being 

prolific, as outlined by Maggie across the next two quotes: 

Like, if I go to a party and met this guy. And he goes, what's your Snapchat? We got 

along for the night. Like, I know him, adds me the day after. You're really hot. You 

were really hot last night. Send me something, you know. Like that sort of stuff 

(Maggie). 

Maggie implied that it was not an unusual pattern of behaviour for her to meet a boy her 

own age (16) and for him to ask her to send nude images of herself on their first social media 

interaction. When I asked her about the frequency, she implied that it happened all the time 

and it was something that she just got used to and no longer surprised her: “All the time … 

Like, God, like it’s … it’s bad but it’s so much. Like so often guys will be like, especially guys 

who just add you on Snapchat and stuff” (Maggie). 

Maggie acknowledged that it is not a good thing, but the frequency with which it happens 

makes it sound like just a normal aspect of navigating social media for a girl and you must 

deal with it. The language and tone the girls used when talking about this activity conveyed a 

sense of casualness, it was not constructed in their dialogue as unusual or surprising, rather 

they appeared to treat it no differently to dealing with unwanted pop-up ads, viewed as mildly 

annoying but part of the system and what you have to accept and deal with. The approach 

Maggie, Ava, Yvette, and Amanda conveyed in their language when talking about being 

asked for nudes did not express shock or outrage, but again a degree of casualness and 

acceptance, as Yvette mentions, “obviously people sometimes send nudes and photos like that 

on Snapchat” (Yvette). Amanda goes on to articulate how she deals with it: 
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Yeah, yeah, I do and I'm just like, delete, I don't care. You're just like why is there no 

decent guys in like my age group that are actually looking for a relationship and they 

just want, you know, like a picture of like, your naked self and you're like, I'm not 

gonna give you that because I'm not, not gonna send nudes, like that's ridiculous 

(Amanda). 

Amanda suggests that there are no decent guys in her age group and all they want is nudes, 

not a relationship, which perhaps implies that is what she really wants. Amanda is very 

matter of fact about it, “I don’t care” they can ask, but she is not sending them, that would be 

“ridiculous.” The fact that teenage boys are frequently asking girls for nudes and sending 

them penis shots does not seem to be viewed as outrageous or sexist, but her reciprocating 

would be viewed as ridiculous. This is suggestive of the double standards seen in the 

literature relating to sexting and discourses being gendered (Mascheroni et al., 2015; 

Ringrose et al., 2013). 

Ava further describes the normalisation of such images appearing in her social media 

inbox: “They won't even come through, unless I've added them, or it will say like, one 

pending picture. I can tell, I'm like, okay this is not really something I need to be opening yes, 

you just know.” Ava constructs a familiarity in receiving these types of images and messages 

from boys, a predictability to it, where if an unknown boy asks to follow her on Instagram or 

Snapchat and sends an image that it will be a “dick pic.” There is an unusual level of 

certainty, acceptance, and normalisation in how these four girls spoke about it. As Stella says, 

“that's the situation … You can't really do anything about them because they're just dumb.” 

There is a sense that it is what it is, and you cannot do anything about it, making it part of the 

experience of being a teenage girl online. Perhaps the habitualisation that they experience by 

seeing sexualised images online constantly dilutes the significance or inappropriateness of 

teenage boys sending and requesting nude images. 

4.5. Resisting the Spaces 

Not all girls interviewed talked about self-objectifying and self-regulating their own 

content. The girls referred to their spam accounts as a channel where they “throw” lots of 

unfiltered content about themselves at friends. The girls construct the posts and the action of 

posting as ugly, more rapid, less edited, and centred on sharing humour with friends. The 

content, frequency of use, and purpose of “spam” accounts were very different from the 
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content of their main account, which was planned, structured, and monitored for responses, 

such as likes and followers. The girls describe their spam accounts as more private and 

intimate and the content appears more candid and spontaneous, primarily for peer discussion 

and sharing as an extension of playground conversations. The tone of these private chats 

appears very immediate and less governed by rules. 

Features of the platforms appeared to be used by the girls to allow them to operate outside 

the governing rules and expectation of their main Instagram accounts. The girls appeared able 

to manipulate the system to escape from the pressure of self-objectification, social 

positioning, and unspoken rules by creating private spaces to be themselves to self-present in 

a manner that is less performative, relatively free from judgement expressed via likes and 

comments. The girls used their spam accounts and communicated with their friends on these 

small private chats far more regularly than they would post on their main accounts. These 

spam accounts reflect the mundane, the daily manner in which the girls can let their guard 

down, worry less about judgement and achieving likes and followers, as these attributes are 

not attached to these modes of communication. Private Messenger and chat within Instagram, 

Snapchat, and Facebook do not have these attributes to measure and place value upon 

exchange. They appear to be a space where teenage girls are not judged by a value attribution 

and thus appear able to present more of their internal self. Opal was one of the few 

interviewed who barely posts on Instagram but uses Snapchat instead, where she feels more 

comfortable posting: 

Yes, I like Snapchat because it's just less permanent, it's just this is what I'm doing 

real quick. I think it's similar to Twitter, it's just like, this is what I'm doing. An 

update, where's Instagram? It's more like, this is what I've done. People have to see it 

(Opal). 

Opal views the two social media platforms differently. Snapchat is less permanent, and 

updates are less important than an Instagram post that “people have to see,” implying a sense 

of permanency and also judgement. This is not how the girls appeared to view Messenger and 

private group chats, as Zara suggests, “spam posts … sending many photos a day … not 

edited … ugly photos, photos of my friends.” 
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The girls can let their guard down and not worry about the editing, photoshopping, and 

judgement that they described when posting on Instagram. In addition to operating in forums 

that are less monitored and more private than Instagram, several of them also spoke of 

periods where they stopped using Instagram or pulled back from posting and commenting as 

it became too much, it no longer made them feel good about themselves; they suggested it led 

them to constantly be worried about what they look like. Only a few of the girls talked about 

pulling back or deleting the apps for a period of time: 

I don't know I just find it pointless, I got it enough, it was just like … what's the point 

of this … it's just like pointless. It just has no value. It's like you go on and it's just like 

cool (Amelia). 

Amelia recognises that she was spending too much time on social media and that it was 

pointless, but the girls that tried to stop also found it hard and were only able to do so for 

short periods. Zara talks about taking a break: 

I know I've had social media breaks where I’ve turned off apps on my phone. I’ve 

done that once and it was really hard. I feel I want to do that, but I feel I'm too far in 

it now. There’s like really no turning back (Zara). 

Zara is self-aware enough to realise that she is “too far” into using social media regularly, 

implying that it is part of her day-to-day routine, and she could not give it up if she wanted, 

“no turning back,” an acceptance that it has a hold on her. Amy and Erin were two girls that 

specifically spoke about social media affecting their mental health and sense of self and that 

they had to pull back as it was affecting their self-esteem and body image: 

I would say that social media and just media in general, that was what I turned to 

when I was upset and it made me feel better momentarily. So, I then I decided I should 

stop being on social media (Amy). 

Amy went on to discuss that she decided to no longer post on social media as it was the 

action of posting and worrying about other people’s responses that, according to her, 

contributed to her poor self-esteem, anxiety, and comfort food eating. She saw reducing her 

social media activity as part of getting better and she continues to limit her online posting. 
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Other girl that also spoke this way was Erin, and she still actively posts but talked about 

taking a break from it and trying to minimize its usage by deleting it from her phone: 

They didn’t ask why I’m not posting but when I deleted it and I put it on my story I’m 

deleting everything, they will be like, why are you doing that? I will just be like, I’m just 

sick of it. I don’t really know what the whole fuss about it is. It’s just a platform. It’s 

just a coding thing where there’s a photo up online. It doesn’t define who you are, how 

good of a person you are depending on the amount of numbers (Erin). 

Erin tried to rationalise her decision to delete Instagram, and her language is attempting to 

minimise the significance of posting online: “It’s just a platform,” reducing it to computer 

code and distancing it from who she is as a person. However, while she took a short break, 

Erin continues to post and use Instagram and social media regularly. While the girls appeared 

overall embedded in being active users of social media and acknowledge that it is part of 

what they do, there is an awareness, as expressed by Erin, that it does not define you. 

Suggesting perhaps that there is more to her individual identity than conforming to the 

normalised standards of social media, although the ability to resist seems challenging. 

4.6. Erosion of Self-autonomy: Surveillance, Self-Regulation, and Reinforcement of the 

Western Ideal 

In this chapter the posting patterns on Instagram for this cohort of girls was explored. 

Fredrickson and Roberts’s (1997) Objectification theory explores how women’s power, 

relationally and economically, is regularly determined by their ability to conform to body and 

beauty expectations that surround them daily. It appears that women subtly internalize a 

knowledge of standards for how they should look that are not set by them, but by the media, 

advertising agencies paid by brands and by other people, such as influencers. This knowledge 

then erodes a sense of autonomy, or self-determination, beginning at the level of the body. As 

Fredrickson and Roberts posit, the knowledge of a constant objectifying gaze reduces the 

internal bodily awareness, often literally separating them from a sense of themselves. This is 

apparently contradicted by the girls’ sense and verbalisation that they can post what they 

want and comment, like it is their choice. However, their posting patterns reveal that they are 

posting in accordance with normalised beauty standards and ideals of what is culturally 

acceptable posting behaviour patterns on these platforms. 
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4.7. Summary of Findings for Chapter Four 

Chapter four focused on answering the second research question, delving deeper into the 

girls’ self-presentation, self-disclosure, and online identity to understand their subject 

positioning. This cohort of girls were partaking in high levels of surveillance on themselves 

and others, whereby the increased level of observation occurring resulted directly in 

increased levels of self-regulation and a reduction of agency. The girls are using social media 

daily and pervasively, spending much of their time observing and critiquing others. The 

platforms themselves, as mentioned above, are designed to capture our attention and keep it 

within these closed loop systems, leading to increased levels of time spent watching and 

observing. The findings suggest that Instagram has the power to further expand the scope of 

the panoptic gaze for these girls, whereby the intensity and frequency of being constantly 

looked at and evaluated becomes normalised and accepted at greater levels than in previous 

generations. As Foucault (1979) suggested the illusion of constantly being watched or gazed 

upon has the power to influence behaviour and to control thoughts without having to overtly 

instruct and direct. 

The level of online surveillance that these girls are actively participating in and passively 

experiencing is constant, constructing an environment where the girls are frequently both 

subject and executor of online scrutiny and evaluation. Linked to the increase in surveillance, 

we start to see this cohort of girls placing unrealistic pressure on themselves to both perform 

and conform to certain discourses. The girls constructed a degree of conformity and 

compliance and a need to emulate others, which again appeared absent of the task of identity 

exploration that has been positioned as central in adolescence development, according to 

Erikson (Buhrmester & Prager, 1995; Erikson, 1968). The way conformity is positioned via 

the girl’s language and actions, suggests a level of acceptance, with the use of words such as 

“expectation” and “just something we do” suggesting that this cohort are not challenging the 

status quo but are passively accepting and compliant. However, it is unclear in the totality of 

their self-presentation and self-disclosure as to what is being silenced amid this increased 

conformity. To conform something must be silenced, the ability to experiment and challenge 

the dominate subject position is definitely absent or possibly silent amongst this cohort; while 

the girls do not overtly challenge the subject position, they have the ability to display a 

degree of resistance by not participating. This cohort of girls avidly and actively participate in 

self presentation aligned to the discourses of dominant beauty standards and the notion of 

being pretty, this is evident, although not in all cases. There are those that chose not to engage 
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in posting certain images of themselves; however, they still played a reinforcing role, in 

liking, observing, and commenting on presentations online that conform to the gendered 

subject positioning. This is an example of Butler’s notion of repetitive acts, whereby the act 

of reinforcement and repetition plays a role in normalising the gendered performance (Butler, 

2009). 

Language started to tease out a gendered subject positioning of wanting to be pretty and 

successful online and adhere to the normative beauty standards that are rewarded with greater 

likes and follower numbers. There was an understanding among the girls that successful 

online posts have a focus on the body, with sexualised imagery, bikini shots and revealing 

images are positioned as normalised and expected. Both Butler and Foucault discussed 

biopower, the power of focusing on the body, resulting in a disconnection from personalised 

experience and wants, making it easier to passively introduce increasingly greater levels of 

self-regulation and control (Butler, 1989; Elias & Gill, 2018; Foucault, 1976). This reference 

to biopower illustrates the way that normative discourses of femininity and beauty standards 

encourage girls to view their bodies as objects and to constantly be aware of their physical 

appearance. There was an interconnectedness between the expectation and obligation to 

present their bodies in certain ways, a strong need to conform to a certain representation of 

self in order to balance being successful and present online, while at the same time avoiding 

criticism and judgement. However, it was not as simple as posting a bikini shot, there was an 

awareness of an internal conflict expressed in the girl’s language, a questioning, an 

uncertainty about what was appropriate to post. The girls constructed a sense that there was a 

fine line in getting it right when it came to body exposure and revealing images online. The 

girls started to position their self-presentation as a balancing act, a need to both “strive for 

perfection” and at the same time be very “hesitant to post” and receive unwanted judgement. 

The girls were extremely critical of their peers that posted images they perceived as too 

revealing, there were examples of girls becoming highly critical, evaluating a peer’s physical 

attributes, and accusing them of posting for boys’ attention. The girls positioned posting 

bikini and revealing images as an act of internal conflict, balancing the expectation to post 

sexualised images to participate in the online system, while at the same time experiencing the 

fear that the image would make them vulnerable to criticism and negative evaluation. The 

identity developmental activity of internal conflict was very much evident in online posting 

decision making. The girls were fearful of being judged themselves, while at the same time 

being highly critical of others who posted revealing images that they deemed crossed the line. 
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These findings speak to a level of double standards and gendering seen in existing literature, 

whereby girls’ are expected to post sexualised images but are also criticised for doing so, 

constructing the participation in an environment where it is difficult to be successful when 

self-presenting (Mascheroni et al., 2015; Ringrose et al., 2013). There is additionally a 

concern within these findings, that the internal conflicts the girls’ navigate do not result in 

identity exploration and problem solving as Erikson (1969) suggested, rather this internal 

conflict appears to produce fear-based decision making and conformity, which has the 

potential to impact on a girl’s identity development and narrow further self-presentation and 

self-disclosure online. 

The posting of revealing content does seem fraught with failure and criticism from others; 

however, it is also wrapped up in the notion of being successful online and signalling 

popularity, thus making it more complex to navigate. One could argue that these girls’ are 

unknowingly objectifying themselves, buying into the discourse and taking up a somewhat 

restrictive subjective position, illustrating the power of discourse and the platforms in shaping 

the girls’ identities online. Although, as mentioned above, not all girls’ are choosing to post 

bikini shots and revealing images of the self. The data reflected that popularity played a role 

in the girls’ posting behaviour when it came to revealing content. It could be argued that the 

popular girls’ feel comfortable posting revealing images due to a level of confidence and 

positive sense of self. However, based on the girls’ language there was no strong presentation 

of self-confidence and assuredness, instead tentative language was used portraying a degree 

of self-doubt and uncertainty in parallel with a degree of adherence to what was expected. A 

possible explanation for those popular girls’ (deemed so based on follower numbers) being 

more likely to post revealing and sexualised images online could be that to be popular and 

successful online you need to post in a certain way, which includes the participation in 

posting bikini shots and revealing images. This suggests that sexualisation and objectification 

of the self is rewarded on social media, reflecting conformance to the dominant gendered 

discourse online. This intertwines the roles of popularity, followers, conformity, and posting 

in a manner that has the power to propagate and reinforce certain beauty standards and 

subject positioning. 
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Chapter 5  Results: Dominant Discourses and Cultural Influences: Consequences for 

Teenage Girls Online 

The findings discussed in the previous two chapters portrayed a picture of the girls using 

social media platforms daily and pervasively, carefully crafting content on Instagram to 

potentially maximise likes and followers. Under the influence of the “knowing gaze of 

others,” content appears to be described in a controlled and managed manner using language 

that suggests the girls were attempting to avoid what they saw as negative appraisal and 

critical judgment. The content the girls talked about posting on Instagram appears to reflect 

elements of sexualisation and objectification positioning the platforms and their value 

systems with an element of responsibility in influencing how the girls present themselves 

online. In this chapter the focus is upon examining further the role both the systems and other 

institutional influences play in shaping the girls’ actions online. The dominant discourses and 

the role of power is explored across the key players, starting first with the girls themselves; 

second expanding to those that influence, often positioned on social media as influencers, 

including celebrities; and third expanding to include consumer brands, delving into the power 

they each have to influence the girls’ subject positioning. Additionally, this chapter will 

examine further a gender influenced subject positioning of these girls, the ideals of Gill and 

Orgad’s (2017) “confidence culture” will be harnessed, exploring how cultural influences 

affect the girls subject positioning, creating a need to meet certain standards while at the same 

time shifting responsibility to the girls to take ownership of their own outcomes. As 

examined in Chapter four the systems facilitate placing the girls under heavy surveillance and 

critical evaluation, where intense self-critique and judgement is occurring. Providing an 

environment where the girls have the opportunity to judge themselves as falling short of the 

normalised dominant beauty standards. This chapter looks further into the girls fear of 

judgement, exploring the interconnectedness between concern about falling short of the 

dominant beauty standards and the neoliberal ideal of individual responsibility, combined 

with the platforms and key influencers offering up choices of self-improvement. 

5.1. Normalisation of Positivity, Inclusion and Beauty Standards: 

5.1.1. A Displaying of Positivity Within an Illusion of Agency 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the girls are both engaging in self-surveillance and 

being under the gaze of others. By early adolescence, teenage girls have been heavily 

exposed to the message that their bodies are frequently being observed and assessed, and this 

surveillance has long been argued to subconsciously detach a teenage girl from a sense of 



139 

 

 

 

autonomy or a freedom to do or look as they desire (Sebastian, 2019). The girls have revealed 

themselves in their language as being obligated to post and present themselves in a certain 

manner online, portraying a narrative that on the surface presents a positive portrayal of life 

online, posting with confidence and demonstrating choice and agency. However, platforms 

like Instagram appear to play a role in normalising a subject position, an obligation to post in 

a certain way. The girls discussed extreme constraint and control when planning their 

posting, which suggests an illusion of agency rather than indeed having agency to freely post 

as they wish and truly desire. As highlighted in Chapter four the girls’ subject positioning 

was almost always that of conformity, with all girls posting in a similar fashion, including, 

and excluding similar content. A strong desire to avoid negative feedback and judgement was 

discussed in detail and it influenced the girls’ language around an acceptance of how their 

posts needed to be perceived as normal, and what is expected, creating a normalising effect 

on this type of behaviour and activity online. This was further reinforced by comments that 

suggest a level of expectation to perform a certain way. 

The girls’ controlled portrayal of themselves online led to a narrow and gendered subject 

positioning being revealed. It is important to note that it was not expressed by the girls as a 

felt fear to conform, but rather constructed in the language as them being scared and avoidant 

of negative comments and potential effects or perhaps consequences. The discursive actions 

construct a limited and perhaps one-dimensional view of the girls, where the fear of negative 

feedback and standing out from the cohort led to a narrowing and self-reinforcing positioning 

of their self-presentation and actions online, suggesting that their own agency is perhaps 

limited. What does get posted, whether it be an image or comments, appeared to be overly 

positive, almost sickly sweet, and tended overwhelmingly to contain a level of fakeness, as 

outlined by Stella: 

… hundreds of comments. People spamming to support and be like, “I love this. 

You're so pretty, stunning.” Then you would return it to them, you would comment on 

theirs. It's just hyping people up … it's like what people want you to say. It's just, they 

want you to think that they have a really happy life. That's what I think (Stella). 

The use of comments appears to play two roles. In the first instance the comments seem 

intended to make people feel good in the way Stella suggests, “hyping people up,” a 

colloquial term that suggests the action of doing something positive for people to boost them 
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up in some way. Stella, like most of the girls, positioned herself as being part of a group who 

comments on social media, engaging in this action of commenting prolifically and positively. 

Stella suggests that her comments are not necessarily what she thinks, nor are they facts, but 

rather they appear to be based upon what people want her to say or what is expected by the 

subject, implying comments may possibly contain more of what is expected than what each 

girl might actually think when viewing and commenting on images. A recent study found 

adolescent self-acceptance was increased when receiving positive affirmation via likes and 

comments on their Instagram accounts, illustrating the role the comment functionality of 

platforms plays in providing positive affirmation (Cipolletta et al., 2020). 

The second role of comments seems to represent a performative element, an obligation of 

needing to engage in reciprocal actions, it is not necessarily what the girls think or feel, rather 

what is appearing again as an expectation expressed by this cohort of girls to behave in a 

certain manner. This action of commenting as described by Stella’s language further 

reinforces the notion of obligation surrounding their social media activity, the girls 

constructed an action where commenting was automatic, quick, and habit like. The language 

surrounding the girl’s action online of commenting, highlights an understanding of rules, of 

what action is expected online, and what is constantly being reinforced online. This further 

highlights a normative way in which the girls behave, reflecting a narrowing of agency, 

restricted to only performing and presenting behaviour that is deemed and understood to be 

acceptable. Perhaps not only is it performative and narrowing in defining what is acceptable 

behaviour, there may also be a value associated to this action. Commenting can be seen as 

signalling externally to others that you are part of something, that you are actively 

participating and playing a role and signalling inclusion and belonging. This need among 

teenagers to signal belonging has been evident both in identity literature and social media 

literature whereby girls want to belong and also signal this inclusion to others (Baumeister & 

Leary, 1995; Davis, 2012a; Smith et al., 2021). 

5.1.2. Unrealistic Beauty Standard Normalised 

Stella’s dialogue contains words such as love, pretty, stunning, positioning both herself 

and her peers in a positive way and perhaps supporting or confirming their versions of being 

perfect. Zara goes on to suggest that the person she presents online is not the real her:  
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It's definitely not the real me, I feel like it's all like lies, everything on my social media is 

the best version of myself, it’s not who I want to be, it’s just how I want people to see me 

(Zara). 

Zara’s language suggests that she is unsure about how she presents online, the words 

reflect an uncertainty, a dance between wanting to portray the best version of herself online 

and her understanding, firmly acknowledging that it is not the real presentation of self. Zara 

acknowledges that the way she presents is not necessarily who she wants to be, rather how 

she wants to be perceived by others, reinforcing this desire to publicly present a certain 

beauty standard. However, there is an element of contradiction, an awareness of tension in 

her language, as she wants to be seen as the best version of herself while acknowledging that 

perhaps her own sense or view of self are two different things. Zara’s language alludes to a 

level of pretence and fakeness, although she does not articulate what is the real her or how 

she may want to present differently. This suggests that there is perhaps something being 

silenced or rendered invisible by this strong desire in the girl’s language, this obligation to 

self-present an image that conforms to the dominant beauty discourse. Zara appears to 

reinforce the paradigm that her self-presenting is a conscious decision made on how she 

wants to be seen, and the language implies that the subject is aware of her own behaviour and 

believes that she is making a choice. 

However, given the level of conformity outlined in the previous chapter, this sense of 

choice seems perhaps superficial and there are in fact collective normalising and reinforcing 

expectations on the girls and online presentation that further normalise their subject 

positioning, perhaps silencing diversity, and individual differences. Sophia further articulates 

what many of the girls stated, that self-presenting online is not a true reflection of who they 

are, “I think it's definitely an idealised version of myself, um, I … I'm not always like this 

Barbie doll you know 100% of the time.” Sophia used the term “Barbie doll” which further 

demonstrates a fakeness, likening the way she self-presents online with that of an inanimate 

object, positioning her online self as a plastic Barbie doll. Barbie is a doll that has been 

described by others as a fashion doll with a default teen identity, dressed in various purchased 

outfits with groomed hair, placed in various domestic settings smiling and looking good, 

projecting a certain beauty ideal (Collins et al., 2012). Sophia’s use of the term Barbie doll to 

describe her self-presentation as an idealised version of the self, further supports the notion 

that these girls want to, or perceive they need to, be seen in a certain way, conforming to a 
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particular beauty standard. The girls’ terms “idealised” and “best” suggest an aspirational 

nature in their self-presentation, exposing a sense that there is always more work to be done, 

they are always striving and working towards success. This situation has the power to 

normalise a certain aesthetic as a standard, and reinforces a subject position that is highly 

performative, not real, and perhaps sets a standard and expectation that is unachievable, thus 

creating an environment promoting self-dissatisfaction, for failing to meet these unrealistic 

standards. 

The participants describe their self-presentation both in the form of self-image and the 

comments they make as always positive, reflecting the best version of themselves, likening it 

to that of a plastic doll (Barbie). This demonstrates an example of gendering through 

performance, whereby the girls repeated stylisation of the body through repeated acts that, as 

outlined in the previous two chapters, operate within a highly fixed and regulated framework 

on Instagram (Butler, 1990). These actions of repeated positivity and fakeness being linked 

and associated with teenage girls’ image presentation online are capable of a gendered effect, 

where both language and actions among this cohort of girls suggest these teenage girls need 

to self-present and disclose in a manner linked to gender, and being a girl with highly specific 

physical attributes (Butler, 1990; Kennedy, 2020; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015). Additionally, 

the girls’ language describes actions lacking a sense of agency and choice and laden with a 

strong need and desire to conform to what has been displayed, reinforced, and normalised in 

their minds by social media. 

5.1.3. Unrealistic Standards 

The focus on Instagram positivity creates an environment where constant self-surveillance 

propagates unrealistic standards, which are normalised with an expectation that these 

standards need to be adhered to. The girls’ language conveys an idea that you need to look a 

certain way. “Perfect” is a term often used by the girls, while the term perfect is subjective in 

this context, the girls’ language suggested a collective understanding of what looked right and 

of what would perhaps not achieve the desired outcome. While the girls did not clearly 

articulate what this image should look like, they created a sense that it was standardised and 

understood between themselves and their peers, that this collective understanding is not new 

and has always existed in culture (Nicholas, 2013). The concept of achieving a certain look 

and presenting that online in a specific way appeared to have a normalising effect, defining 

what they can post and what they should not post resulting in a sense of the girls governing 
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the self, whereby a level of conformity in posting patterns suggests a gendered subject 

positioning (Butler, 1988; Foucault, 1988). 

As discussed, the girls described a degree of fakeness in posting and self-presentation, 

constructing a sense that the girls as subjects are operating within a structure and system that 

has certain standards, which appear to influence how the girls position themselves within this 

framework (Banet-Weiser, 2014; Banet-Weiser et al., 2019; Hearn & Banet-Weiser, 2020; 

Stuart & Donaghue, 2012). Evidence of this understood beauty discourse appears in both this 

data and the current literature focused on women and girls, suggesting that the presence of an 

aesthetics culture online facilitates the role of reinforcing conventional beauty standards of 

being white, thin, and cis- gendered, which essentially describes the specificity of this cohort 

of girls (Hearn & Banet-Weiser, 2020; Kennedy, 2020). 

While the girls all describe themselves operating within a set of understood standards, this 

does not appear to eliminate uncertainty in self-presentation online. This may be linked to the 

degree to which they themselves believe they individually aligned to the beauty standards. 

The girls’ language continues to contain a degree of being unsure, which appears in the 

actions of girls comparing themselves to the images they see online and a standard that they 

appear to be benchmarking themselves against. Opal reinforces an understanding among the 

girls that there are unrealistic standards at play, ones they have perhaps internalised, 

demonstrating an example of the discursive power of how standards of beauty can become 

normalised and embedded, shaping their perception of how to self-present online, and also 

providing material for self-critical appraisal: 

Yes, I think with a lot of teenagers, especially girls, they'll see other girls on 

Instagram, I guess, yes mainly Instagram, on their feed, on explore page. I guess 

there'll be people who've probably edited their photos lots of times I think they'll edit 

their photos as well, so it creates quite an unrealistic standard (Opal). 

Opal used the term “unrealistic standard,” acknowledging a self-awareness that the girls in 

the cohort know the content online that they want to emulate is edited and unrealistic; 

however, this awareness does not appear to stop them subjecting themselves to self-critique 

and a desire to emulate a certain standard. Taylor talked about her own insecurities and how 

she often compares herself to her peers: 
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Yes. Because like sometimes I like to look at other people's posts and I would be like, 

“I want to make mine exactly like that.” I want to completely repeat that. I will be like, 

“Why can't I just make it look like that?” I don't know. It's just really like hard having 

someone to compare yourself to. I hate having to compare myself to somebody else. I'd 

actually really just compare myself only to myself. I definitely like am guilty of always 

like looking at other people and then like why is she so pretty? I just can't stand people 

that are just so pretty, it's so unfair (Taylor). 

Taylor like many of the girls depicts herself looking at other people’s posts and describes 

feelings and desires to emulate others in her own posting. The way Taylor talks using the 

terms “I don’t know” and “it’s really hard” suggests there is a hesitancy and frustration in her 

language. She mentions that it is hard and frustrating, this self-perceived need to present 

herself in a certain way and achieve a level of being “pretty.” Along with a degree of 

frustration and difficulty there is a paradox, as if Taylor is trapped between these two worlds 

of what she wants and what she believes. This inner conflict has links back to a more 

individualised approach according to developmental literature, while this is not the focus of 

this chapter it is relevant to note, internal conflict at a collective level does appear to be 

occurring, which is typical of adolescents with their developed cognitive power and 

awareness of a multiplicity of options (Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1980). 

5.1.4. Narrow Subject Positioning Led to Dissatisfaction 

Taylor says that she just wants to compare herself to herself; however, she outlines the 

comparison occurring, perhaps identifying a winning requirement to emulate what others 

have posted and a desire to be just like others. Taylor further reinforces her frustration by 

stating how unfair it is that people are so pretty, and she cannot stand that this is the case. 

Taylor alludes to the notion that she wants to compete and create images like other people; 

however, she also acknowledges that in her mind she is not able and is highly self-critical and 

asks the question of herself, “why can’t I?” The self-comparison and requirement to perform 

and present in a certain manner appears to have created a degree of internal conflict and self-

dissatisfaction, as constructed by Taylor. While internal conflict is a developmental phase and 

self-questioning plays a role in identity exploration, as does social comparison (Erikson, 

1968; Marcia, 1980), perhaps this hyperbolic self-observation that Instagram provides is 
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unhelpful in the girls’ identity exploration. The use of social media has provided teenage girls 

with far greater opportunity for self- and peer-surveillance than that experienced by other 

generations, perhaps the intensity of benchmarking themselves against standardised 

constructs reduces the opportunity and desire for identity exploration, further enforcing 

conformity. 

Responses suggest they are benchmarking themselves against a certain beauty standard 

that they aim to emulate. As Butler (2009) puts forward, repeated acts of self-presentation 

have the ability to construct a subject positioning. As highlighted by Erin, certain images are 

presented, creating via repetition, as Taylor highlighted earlier, a normalising of particular 

images aligned to a beauty standard that in her mind she views as being pretty: 

Sometimes it can be, I don't know. All the photos people are blonde hair, blue eyes, 

tan skin, skinny bikini body or something and I think that can be damaging because 

you don't see a natural person who isn't putting a filter on or face tuning or putting 

makeup. I think that's … I don't think it's too healthy (Erin). 

Erin touches on the fakeness and one-dimensional positive nature of their posting as 

presented earlier in this chapter. However, she goes on to describe the images that further 

reinforce a narrowing view of the girls’ subject positioning. Erin suggests that the idealised 

images are very specific, perhaps Barbie like. She lists certain physical attributes of hair, eye, 

and skin colour, and body size suggesting not only that the images the girls post need to be 

positive and idealised, they possibly also need to fit into a particular standard that is blonde, 

blue eyed, and skinny, one which is unrealistic to achieve and creates a level of 

dissatisfaction among those that do not fit the ideal image of what is positioned as acceptable 

by the girls. 

Erin was not the only participant to mention a standard of posting that was particularly 

narrow and constructed a setting of unachievable benchmarks. This idealised image was also 

depicted by many of the girls, including Taylor: “I just can't stand people that are just so 

pretty, it's so unfair people who are blonde have dyed hair. Some people like to fake a tan” 

(Taylor). This reference to attributes such as skin colour and hair colour has the ability to 

create a particularly narrow view or standard on what pretty looks like to this group of girls. 

It is relevant to note that this account and positioning of image standards goes beyond social 
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media to a deeply entrenched beauty culture in the wider social context and has been talked 

about in the broader feminist literature (Elias & Gill, 2018; Gill & Orgad, 2017; McRobbie, 

2015). Often people blame social media for propagating certain social constructs. However, 

regulating or controlling social media usage will not solve the problems of entrenched beauty 

culture. Additionally, as mentioned in the methods chapter, the participants were not all 

Caucasian. This is particularly interesting as it highlights again that perhaps the girls are 

silencing a voice that thinks differently, and a self that identifies as different but is not 

reflected in their postings and discussion. Many of the cohort did have the desired blonde hair 

and blue eyes; however, despite the diversity in the participant group there were still 

references across the cohort to a perceived requirement that for success online you must have 

such a narrow set of attributes, which appeared to form part of the standard they 

benchmarked themselves against. 

5.1.5. The Girls Assert an Individual Responsibility for Self-Improvement 

When asked, Sophia articulates an awareness of falling short of her own self confidence 

and her own ability to benchmark herself against the normalised beauty standards. 

Um, I don’t think so, I don’t really think so. I definitely have have um, gotten better 

over the time … over my life um, in self-image and body image and self-esteem but I 

don’t think that I’m the best that I could be. I know I look up to a lot of girls in my 

year who have full confidence in the way that they are looking, full confidence in 

themselves but no I’m nowhere near that (Sophia). 

Sophia suggests that her own self confidence is lower than those that she looks up to, and 

she links the concepts of self-image, body image, self-esteem, and confidence, suggesting 

that these constructs and concepts are interconnected. She acknowledges that she is not where 

she wants to be, so that perhaps she needs to work on herself. Her reference to getting better 

and managing this, suggests she believes she still has work to do. There exists an element of 

irony in Sophia’s statement “not the best I could be,” when talking about confidence, which 

suggests that if one has confidence, one doesn’t feel a need to strive to do better or to 

improve a level of confidence. This can be linked to the neoliberal philosophy that we as 

individuals are responsible for our own self-improvement and success. Sophia and many of 

the girls, create via their language a sense that they are not where they should be and that 
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perhaps focusing on positivity and presenting the ideal image online played a role in 

propagating a level of dissatisfaction among some girls. 

Sophia in her quote used the phrase “full confidence” twice, positioning others as having 

full confidence and herself as not. The illusion that there are lots of girls with full confidence 

seems unrealistic as many of the girls I interviewed, may from the outside be assumed to 

have that level of confidence; however, under the surface they all seemed to use similar 

language to Sophia. They described an insecurity in not achieving the standard, all presenting 

and conforming in how they posted: there was a discourse that created a sense of 

dissatisfaction with the self. There appears to be a huge polarisation between complete 

confidence and “nowhere near that,” suggesting evidence of the normalising of an unrealistic 

standard that according to this extract all are attempting to perform and not achieving. This 

type of polarised thinking does contribute to adolescent inner conflict and has again been 

positioned as important for identity development (Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1980). However, 

the extent and the prevalence of this conflict could be argued to be at levels not seen at the 

time when much of the dominant identity literature was developed. Potentially, the intensity 

and frequency of social media usage combined with high levels of conformity is leading to 

increased levels of internal conflict, as expressed by this cohort of girls. Additionally, the 

girls’ resolution of this conflict does not appear to be reflective of identity development and 

conflict resolution. Rather elements of conformity appeared dominant, as already discussed, 

perhaps this heightened level of conformity leads to a degree of silencing, where there is 

evidence of participants silencing aspects of themselves that they are not comfortable sharing 

online, providing an environment for possible negative consequences to develop. 

This conflict provides an opportunity or perhaps a void to fill, whereby the girls’ internal 

conflict of not achieving or meeting a certain beauty standard can be paired with the 

neoliberal ideal of needing to work on the self as an individual to achieve better outcomes. 

This has the ability to focus the responsibility, to change the situation back on the girls 

themselves, particularly aspects of working on self-esteem and body image and how you 

look. There appears a sense in the girls’ dialogue that they are trying to get better at self-

esteem; others have achieved it and they are trying to obtain this ideal too. The girls start to 

construct via their language a conversation related to confidence that is positioned as a 

potential solution. Confidence is positioned as feeling or showing confidence in one’s own 

abilities or qualities and assumes that if someone is confident then they have a level of 

satisfaction with the present state. What is constructed in the data, in the girl’s language, is 
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this notion of a positive body ideal and a need to act, where a call to action has emerged due 

to a level of dissatisfaction. This neoliberal notion of having to work on yourself and being 

responsible for your own success has been analysed in much feminist literature over the last 

few years (Banet-Weiser, 2018; Gill & Kanai, 2018; Gill & Orgad, 2017; McRobbie, 2015). 

The literature suggests that women’s obsession with their own body images and sense of 

not meeting certain beauty standards has been repositioned in the public domain from a 

negative to applying a positive lens (Gill & Kanai, 2018). This starts to introduce the ideal of 

empowerment, whereby women are empowered to have agency and take action of their own 

destiny (Banet-Weiser, 2018). Propagating a notion that you can make goals and achieve the 

beauty standards, a sense that you can feel good while at the same time looking great, this 

standard and positioning creates a conundrum of you having access to everything you need to 

win, while there is no real pathway to these unachievable expectations. There has been a long 

history on discourse about women being positioned in such a way that there is no way to win 

(Elias, 2018). Capitalist discourse works best when it confuses people, as it produces anxiety, 

which in turn creates a greater level of need for consumer buying as a solution, this will be 

discussed later in this chapter and again in the Chapter six (Gill & Kanai, 2018). 

Winners, Losers, and More Dissatisfaction. The narrowing of subject positioning as 

outlined above has the ability to create winners and losers, as suggested by Foucault (1975). 

With this comes a level of dissatisfaction among those not being able to achieve or live up to 

this narrow positioning of how girls should present. Angela further suggests that there is a 

narrowing of what she perceives as pretty. 

I’ve been doing that a lot. I'll watch TV, I'll check my Instagram, "oh, she's so pretty. I 

want to look like her." I don't really know why I do it, it's just … I have moments 

where I think I'm pretty, and then I don't, and it's this awkward on-and-off thing. 

Then, I see people that I think are really pretty (Angela). 

Angela’s phrasing suggests a degree of questioning and uncertainty in her own perception of 

how she fits in and her level of achieving in terms of being pretty, presenting an example of 

what having full confidence looks like. Angela articulates knowing exactly what she wants to 

look like, she is able to identify the attribute of what constitutes pretty, reflecting a narrowing 

in her perception of what good looks like, what winning and being successful looks like. She, 
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along with several of the girls, used the phrase “pretty,” as discussed earlier. This term is 

being used to perhaps describe how the girls aspire to self-present, to describe others, and to 

reflect on themselves. Possibly, “pretty” is used as a benchmark or as a measurement of 

prettiness to compare and position themselves against, comparing both other girls and their 

own level of prettiness. The term pretty, is subjective; however, there does appear in the 

language an assumed understood awareness among the cohort of girls in relation to 

themselves how the standard of pretty and self-presenting online applies. We are seeing a 

degree of self-positioning and evaluation against the discourse of being pretty. Again, this is 

subjective, but it does have the ability to create a sense of falling short, whether that be 

accurate or perceived. Angela recognises a degree of awkwardness in how she viewed 

herself, describing not a stable construct, rather something that is variable, at risk of changing 

and dependent on being benchmarked against others, not just her peers but others such as 

influencers and celebrities, which will be examined later in this chapter. 

In relation to a responsibility for self-improvement, the girls presented in their language a 

real sense that they are not winning, that there is work to do, creating a sense of both hope 

and opportunity. Angela describes having moments of thinking she is pretty, but the word 

“moments” suggests that this is fleeting. However, it also conveys a suggestion that the 

standard is achievable only for a moment, further supporting the idea that constant striving 

towards the ideal is required. There is a gamification in the girls’ language that there are 

opportunities to win, make a comeback, and feel good about themselves for periods of time. 

This links not only to the girls’ descriptions of confidence but also the measure of 

achievements described in earlier chapters, with likes and follower numbers also providing 

opportunities to be winners within the system. 

5.1.6. The Desire to Win Online Links to Actions Taken Offline 

Ava highlights the need to conform and be just like everyone else, although she takes it 

further, illustrating the interconnectedness between online and offline influences. 

Obviously, I want to look like the people of the magazines. I want to be the size six, 

the perfect body, whatever. We're going on a holiday soon, I am trying to work out 

now, because I'm really self-conscious, and I'm trying to tone down and trying to eat 

healthy. It is … then my mum says, "are you doing this for yourself or are you doing 

this for other people?” … It is mostly for me, because I'm not comfortable with how I 
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look, I probably wouldn't feel that way if I wasn't with the media, and most of my 

friends are petite. I just don't want to feel an outsider, I want to feel comfortable when 

I go out, I don't want to have to … because I know there are people when they go out, 

every photo is a good photo, but you don't want to be really self-conscious, and not 

living life to the fullest, because you're really self-conscious. So, I know if I can lose 

weight or become healthier then it's going to make me more happy with myself 

overall, then I guess also more comfortable around other people as well. Yes, it’s a 

fact, but it's not to impress others. It was just for myself (Ava). 

Ava’s description of the threat of visual capture in a photo is noteworthy. Perhaps the 

thought of visual capture of the self automatically conjures up the Instagram pretty ideal, 

which has the power to influence the girls offline. A need to emulate both the girls in the 

magazine and her friends led her to make changes via self-improvement: workout, eat 

heathier, and in turn she expects to be happier with herself overall. She alludes to a link 

between self-improvement and the visual economy, the need to get a good photo and to be 

living to the fullest. There was a real sense in Ava’s dialogue that she needs to make changes 

to herself to be happier, more comfortable, both within herself and around other people. 

Ava’s language gives the impression that the capturing of holiday photos has value and is 

important. As outlined in Chapter three, the girls would post holiday and beach shots, and it 

was something that was deemed acceptable to post, albeit sparingly and adhering to the 

understood rule to limit the risk of getting it wrong. 

Ava’s desire to capture good holiday pictures appears to have motived her need to change 

her physical appearance offline and perhaps conform to what is deemed more socially 

acceptable in terms of the dominant discourse of her peers and the beauty standard of being 

perceived as pretty when self-presenting online. Ava’s extract highlights the power a standard 

has on normalising the girls’ everyday actions. She mentions achieving a standard: being size 

six, perfect body, and every photo being a good one. Ava argues the actions of eating less and 

exercising more are activities within her control that she can implement, suggesting a degree 

of agency. However, her language does not suggest her motivation for self-improvement is 

derived from the need to do it for herself, rather it appears motivated by a desire to present 

herself online in a manner that is conforming to the beauty standard, implying that this work 
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required is for her social media audience, not necessarily herself. Ava’s extract highlights the 

strong relationship to “the other,” the panopticon gaze, and the power to be influenced. This 

standard, while it could be argued is aspirational, does according to Ava’s actions have power 

to influence and generate the girls’ need to implement change, evident in Ava’s actions. This 

continues to reinforce the strong ideal presented earlier, where certain others are viewed as 

perfect, and that perfection comes so easily to others expressed with full confidence. 

However, these girls feel the need to work at achieving that standard and when they achieve 

this standard it is momentary, only fleeting. 

Living Their Best Life: The Power of a Phrase. The Foucauldian concept of discourses 

having the power to create winners and losers has taken on an interesting expression online. 

Whereas the dominant discourse of presenting a positive sense of self has the power to create 

an external perception that you are winning, you may in fact feel like you are losing, 

suggesting it is all a façade, silencing the dissatisfaction and aspiration. The girls have learnt 

how to signal via likes and follower numbers that they are achieving success, and in their 

words, “living their best life.” The girls spoke of a desire to position themselves as successful 

in achieving a positive presentation online, which can be linked to a very neoliberal idea of 

individual success and achievement being your own responsibility, a resource to utilise and 

maximise. The girls all talked about positive self-presentation online, as mentioned in earlier 

chapters, the subject positioning of being seen to portray positive comments and never 

posting negative or sad shots, using the phrase “living your best life.” This type of posting 

could be positioned as contrived and one sided and hides the imperfections of life and 

perhaps avoids discussion of what is being silenced. 

Currently on Instagram the hashtag “livingmybestlife” has 6.6 million posts (11 March 

2022), and many of the girls used this phrase and related to the meaning this phase represents, 

as discussed by Maggie, “everybody thinks everybody's happy on social media … like, 

everybody's happy, everybody's living their best life. Like, I mean, rare, on the rare occasion 

there will be a sad post.” Maggie’s language positions the girls as being happy and living 

their best life. However, her phrasing, suggesting everyone thinks everybody is happy, 

contains a sense of sarcasm, whereby Maggie understands the inaccuracy of the hashtag and 

is referencing it to highlight that perhaps all is not as it presents on the surface. This type of 

language continues to support a level of performance occurring, centred around reflecting a 

certain persona online. The language the girls used gives the impression that the girls’ subject 

positioning as always being happy, has potential consequences in that they experienced a 
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level of dissatisfaction within themselves. Many girls mentioned the struggle to compete 

online, aspiring to receive comments that referenced how pretty and perfect they are, while at 

the same time they are describing a force of social comparison occurring when they are 

online. 

As alluded to earlier through the lens of positivity and a creation of dissatisfaction, there 

arises an opportunity for self-improvement and a call to action. Platforms have created the 

opportunity for people to feel like they are winning or losing. This is quite nuanced whereby 

winning has an escalating scale that is always building. For instance, at your school you are 

winning once you get over 1,000 followers, in your community you are winning at 3,000–

5,000 plus followers and this climbs and inflates as you move to influencer and celebrity 

status online. There are always other levels to climb to and achieve, creating a further subject 

positioning to aspire to. Through the discussion of their social media usage the girls conveyed 

a sense of needing to emulate others; in aspiring to beauty ideals highlighted above, gaps are 

identified and the platforms themselves appear to provide options. In essence the platforms 

have a built-in call to action via their advertising, product placement, and service offerings. 

Within the positioning of positive and idealised images there is a normalising neoliberal 

discourse that encourages self-improvement and normalises the girls’ call to action and 

consumer activities that will be discussed next. 

5.2. The Power of Influence: Celebrities, Commodification, Aesthetic Labour and a 

Narrow Pathway to Success 

The positioning of girls online is reinforced not only by their peers. The platforms 

Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok are filled with idealised gendered images posted by peers, 

celebrities, and influencers, all presenting individual images that aid in portraying a narrow 

view of how teenage girls should self-present online (Kennedy, 2020; Mahoney, 2020; Stuart 

& Donaghue, 2012). The platforms and the girls’ personal feeds are flooded with curated 

images, the repetition of image presentation has the power to create and normalise a desired 

standard of girls’ self-presentation online that appears to be perpetuating cultural conformity 

aligned to the dominant beauty culture discourse (Elias & Gill, 2018). As discussed, the girls’ 

language was dominated by constraint and restriction around what the girls would and would 

not post. The self-presentation of images that contained swimsuits, the beach, and having fun 

with friends were positioned as acceptable and posted frequently. However, images of 

playing sport and doing extra circular activities, negativity, and voicing strong opinions were 

viewed by the girls, as demonstrated in their language, as not being acceptable. In the next 
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section the girls were all very conscious of certain celebrities, and their language suggests the 

influence of celebrity and a desire to emulate the subject positioning of celebrity plays a role 

in influencing their own self presentation. Additionally, this influence appears to extend 

beyond image curation online. 

It is relevant to understand the scale of celebrity online, particularly through celebrity 

follower numbers. Currently, according to Instagram (April 2022), the top ten most-followed 

spots on Instagram—after Instagram’s own account (with 436 million followers)—are shared 

by either sportsmen or U.S.-based women working in the entertainment industries. The 

following are celebrities in the top 11, mentioned and followed by the girls in the cohort, in 

descending order: # 3 Kylie Jenner (@kyliejenner with 341 million followers), #5 Selena 

Gomez (@selenagomez with 322 million followers), #7 Kim Kardashian (@kimkardashian 

with 314 million followers), #8 Ariana Grande (@arianagrande with 313 million followers), 

#9 Beyoncé (@beyonce with 259 million followers), #10 Khloe Kardashian 

(@khloekardashian with 246 million followers) and #11 Kendall Jenner (@kendalljenner 

with 238 million followers). These celebrities, particularly the Kardashian–Jenner family, 

have interwoven traditional media with social media to grow their own online brand. An 

example of this was Kendall Jenner’s rise to fame as a fashion model, bolstered by a series of 

magazine covers, articles, and headlines that featured and drew attention to her growing 

Instagram following. The September 2016 cover of Vogue’s American edition names Jenner 

“The Face That Launched a Billion Likes,” linking old and new media, providing an example 

of mainstream media celebrating the Instagram metrics and “like” system, further 

propagating and normalising social media popularity being integral to the modern 

understanding of celebrity. 

The celebrities referenced by this cohort were all female and ranged from local Australian 

influencers to international celebrities, such as those listed above, including the Kardashians 

and Beyonce, as discussed by Maggie, “a lot of who I follow are celebrities and stuff. It’s all 

influencer celebrities. So I constantly follow shops, concert, you know what I mean … Yeah. 

Love brands … Clothing brands, swimwear brands, makeup brands … or even just 

Australian fashion bloggers” (Maggie). Angela echoes the sentiment, “with celebrities, Mum 

doesn't like this, but I have a massive obsession with Kylie Jenner. I love just watching how 

she lives. It's very fascinating to watch the way people like that live and how they live their 

life” (Angela). As Maggie outlined, these are the types of people and accounts that she 

persistently follows and spends her time looking at. Angela’s language builds on the constant 
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nature that Maggie mentioned and discusses the fascination she had with Kylie Jenner (a 

member of the Kardashian family). 

The language Angela uses highlights that it is more than high frequency, there is an 

intensity to it. Angela used words such as “massive,” “obsession,” and “fascination.” These 

are all emotive terms that reveal a preoccupation and intrusion that celebrities occupy in the 

girl’s minds, strengthening the positioning of celebrity and their potential cultural influence 

and power. Celebrities like the Kardashians post frequently and appear to provide their 

followers unlimited access into their lives. Angela describes watching Kylie’s life, how she 

lives, and there is real sense of intrigue in Angela’s language, referring to Kylie’s life as 

“fascinating,” which conveys how captivated and engaged she is when participating in the 

activity of celebrity watching, observing the reality of someone’s day-to-day life. Particularly 

with people like the Kardashians, they have their own reality television show that intersects 

reality and performance. This juxtapositioning of the girls living their own lives and 

observing intently a celebrity’s life has the potential to reinforce the unrealistic standards that 

were discussed in the previous section, positioning these idealised beauty standards as 

perhaps perfect, while in parallel making this positioning appear both achievable and at the 

same time unattainable. 

The manner in which the girls talk about celebrities’ lives positions them as followers, 

having open access to all aspects of the celebrities and influencers they follow. Teenage girls’ 

interest in celebrity is not new; celebrities would be featured in teen magazines and appear on 

television interviews in the past. However, today the celebrities are accessible to their 

followers in a way that earlier media channels could not provide. Technology and the visual 

economy provide a channel for celebrities to communicate directly with their fans and 

followers, where the content on social media appears to provide 24/7 access, that is portrayed 

as being unfiltered content released by an individual inviting their follower into all domains 

of their lives, creating a spectrum of influence not seen before (Leaver et al., 2020). The 

observation of famous people’s activities has the potential to generate a sense of possibility, 

the ideal that this could happening to them and actually be attainable. Celebrities use social 

media as channels to communicate and self-promote, harnessing the tools to monetise self-

presentation and obtain another marketing channel (Kennedy, 2020). However, the tools of 

social media are available to everyone: there is equity in that everyone can have an account 

and non-famous people can attempt to follow in celebrity footsteps and achieve their own 

level of fame among a group of people (Abidin, 2020; Kennedy, 2020). The girls have 
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examples within their own school and communities of someone they know becoming famous 

to some degree, creating the notion of accessibility and attainability. 

Due to the nature of online celebrity posting, the girls can observe recorded videos and 

photos that provide a window into a celebrity or influencer’s life. Amanda supports this 

notion when she talks about what she does online “I do so to keep track of like what celebrity 

are doing (Amanda).” Amanda’s references are not to the self-presentation of celebrities, 

such as looks and clothes as many of the girls discussed, she takes this deeper - to take action, 

to monitor and keep track of what these people are actually doing, giving a sense that the 

observation is multifaceted and wider reaching than surface level attributes of appearance, 

clothes, and makeup. 

Stella takes the observation further and draws the link between her online participation and 

the chance of being famous: “Yes, I think TikTok is like, everyone downloaded as a joke, but 

now everyone's like so into it because it's really fun. It takes away boredom. You can just 

express yourself and everyone wants to be TikTok famous.” Stella mentioned the phrase 

“TikTok famous” which is a term several of the girls used, a widespread colloquial term that 

implies anyone can become famous through posting their videos and having them go viral. 

These girls grew up in the era where they witnessed average people rise to stardom, being 

elevated from normal citizens to celebrity status. The neoliberal notion of success and 

achievement and the ability to have it all comes into play, furthering the aspirational nature of 

social media. 

While the pervasive watching of celebrities online appears to create a desire conveyed in 

their language to emulate their look and lifestyle, there also appears to be dialogue which 

suggests the girls are engaging in self comparison; for example, as discussed by Taylor, 

“influencers like models, like Kendall Jenner and all that, like Kylie Jenner. When I always 

look at them it makes me feel quite insecure because I don't look anything like them.” Taylor 

and all the girls were comfortable talking about the level of voyeurism that takes place and 

disclosing that they actively spend time watching celebrities. The girls spent much of their 

time surveiling images of mature women, styled in professional photographs that are photo 

shopped and airbrushed, which they are comparing in their own mind to their own post. The 

language they used to talk about watching celebrities was very matter of fact, there was no 

secrecy to it, no creation via language of a need to minimise how pervasive their observation 

and monitoring of celebrities’ lives were. This suggests that there is an understanding that 

what they do and how they behave is normal and acceptable, hence there is no need not to be 
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transparent about it. However, what the girls were less overt about was the effect of watching 

celebrities, several suggesting that they do not care; however, some like Taylor suggest there 

is an impact, reflected in how she and several of the girls talked about themselves. Taylor 

actively compares herself to celebrities, acknowledging that she does not look like these 

celebrities and suggests this makes her feel insecure. While we are unable to really know 

what Taylor feels, her word choice and language were particularly self-critical, suggesting 

she is drawing direct comparisons between herself and the celebrities she observes, 

potentially overlaying the same standard to herself both online when posting and offline more 

generally. 

5.2.1. Dissatisfaction Creates Room for the Power of Influence to Emerge 

The girls’ dissatisfaction with their own ability to meet the desired beauty standards 

provides an example of Foucault’s biopower, where the power of discourse to act on the body 

is evident (Foucault, 1976). The girl’s dissatisfaction and level of conformity provides a 

vacuum of power that perhaps underpins a transfer of power and agency to certain key 

influencers and celebrities online. Zara alludes to the language of self-comparison occurring, 

directly applying the same lens and standards across the domain of celebrity and teenage 

girls. 

When YouTubers or celebrities … mainly YouTube post photos of them in a bikini or 

whatever. They're like really skinny and tanned and stuff. You kind of feel like that's 

normal. That's what you’re supposed to be. Even I feel like that I've never really had 

self-esteem issues before. I've always been skinny and whatever. But I just feel like it's 

really a competition over social media (Zara). 

Zara describes YouTubers and celebrities in a very physical manner, being skinny, tanned, in 

bikinis, and she goes on to apply language such as normal and what you are supposed to be. 

Her language suggests that she draws a direct link between how famous people self-present 

and what is deemed normal and in turn the expectation she needs to apply to herself. Zara 

goes on to describe herself as “skinny”; however, she suggests that this presents a whole new 

level of competition that not only led to self-comparison with celebrities but has implications 

for generating a negative outcome for the girls. 

Participantslanguage further positions the subject as wanting to emulate those of 

influencers online, as explained by Belinda. 
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I think it makes a difference because you want to look like them and like because 

they're so famous, everyone loves them and you would want to be them. So you try 

your best to like try and be like them… Pretty much like a pose or what you’re 

wearing, I think (Belinda). 

Belinda’s language reinforces a strong desire to emulate celebrities, as she draws a direct 

line between the identity of being famous, loving them and wanting to look like them. 

Belinda expands on this notion, describing that it is beyond just wanting to look like them, 

she describes actually wanting to be them. This phrasing suggests a desire not to merely 

emulate celebrities as mentioned about their clothing and physical attributes, rather this goes 

beyond the external to express a desire to actually be these people and live their lives. This 

connects back the phrasing discussed in the last section “living your best life,” highlighting a 

potentially strong desire by this cohort to not simply look externally at celebrities and 

influencers but internally as well in their aspirational desire to be them and live their lives. 

What this means is unclear, as Angela does not elaborate on what wanting to be them 

entailed. Could it be to adopt their personality traits or perhaps more to live their life by 

achieving the attributes that they observe online, including the trappings that come with 

celebrity, such as fame, fortune, and influence? This fascination and desire to emulate does 

appear to extend to the desire to be performing some of the actions and activities of these 

people. This potentially creates a tension between a desire to emulate celebrities’ lives while 

at the same time being aware of a tension between what is and is not achievable. Again, this 

echoes a neoliberal conundrum where no one can win, this subject position has the capacity, 

through repetition, to continuously reinforce a level of dissatisfaction (Butler, 2009; 

Kennedy, 2020). The level of influence begins to be constructed in the girls’ language 

whereby they are heavily regulated and conforming and looking for means of self-

improvement, and the influencers online have the power to direct and influence the girls via a 

call to action being signalled both online and offline. 

5.2.2. Celebrities and Influencer Selling: Blurred Lines Between Celebrity As Individual or 

Brand 

Celebrities and influencers are heavily observed online, as highlighted above, and have the 

ability to penetrate the girls’ day-to-day, which can result in self critique and a level of 

dissatisfaction with the self. The consumer objective of many celebrities and influencers 
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posting can tap into this level of dissatisfaction and influence the girls’ consumer preferences 

and behaviour patterns. The role of celebrity appears to provide the girls with a pathway to 

achieve the idealised beauty standards that they are aspiring towards. The level of influence 

that celebrities have over the girls’ biopower starts to become evident and a commodification 

of the celebrities’ sphere of influence appears to be taking place in a medium that performs as 

a social networking tool to connect people. 

Betty talks about a direct link between celebrity clothes and her own purchasing decisions. 

Maybe if I see a celebrity with, I don't know, a shirt that I like, I might find a shirt like 

that and buy it because I've seen it and I like it, but I never buy things that they're 

selling or promoting. Because well, first of all, they're always really expensive, and I 

usually don't really want them anyway [chuckles] (Betty). 

Betty describes the power celebrities have over influencing her own actions, that of finding a 

shirt and buying it because she has seen it online worn by a celebrity, deciding that she likes 

it and wants it for herself, reflecting a strong desire or need to emulate what is deemed 

worthy of emulation. What is interesting is that Betty goes on to state that she does not buy 

products that celebrities are promoting, suggesting that they are always expensive and things 

she does not want. Betty makes a point in making a distinction between seeking out an item 

of clothing worn by a celebrity and acquiring that item rather than buying a product that they 

might actually be promoting. It could be suggested that anything a celebrity is wearing is 

being promoted rather than a very obviously product promotion being distinctly different. 

Immy goes on further to talk about the way in which she seeks to emulate celebrities’ self-

presentation. 

Yeah, I'm always on celebrities’ accounts … Oh, like a lot of Love Island people, I 

follow, yeah, like Margot Robbie for example or like something someone like that. 

Kendall Jenner or like yeah … like say Kendal Jenner, she got a really nice outfit, I 

saved it. She would tag where it's from and I'll go stalk it (Immy). 

Immy describes the action of always being on celebrities’ accounts ranging from an 

Australian reality television show called Love Island to Hollywood actor Margo Robbie and 

reality celebrity Kendall Jenner. Immy, as did several of the girls, talked about saving images 

and creating image boards of looks or products that they like and want. Immy saves outfits 

she likes for the purpose of style ideas; however, she also will seek to purchase these outfits. 
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Immy’s language when she uses the term “stalk” suggest that she combs the internet to find 

where she can buy the same outfit worn by a celebrity or influencer she admires. This 

expresses a strong link between wanting to emulate celebrity and taking action. 

Social media provides the user with the tools not only to be aspirational but, additionally, 

they enable Immy to instigate action to replicate the same look as a celebrity by purchasing 

the same outfit. The action orientation nature of social media integrates the power of celebrity 

and the platform’s functionality, facilitating consumer spending and a commodification. 

Maggie echoes similar language of making purchasing decisions based on what celebrities 

post and wear, “I don't think it really changes me. It definitely makes me look at them and go, 

‘oh, wow, that's really nice. Maybe I should try it’.” Maggie’s language suggests a linear 

progression in the action the girls are implementing on social media, originating with the 

observation of a celebrity’s account, admiring a celebrity’s look, and making a decision to 

emulate that look. This results in the girls implementing action driven behaviour through a 

purchasing decision and consumer spending. There is a degree of ambiguity here, as she does 

not suggest this is all the time or every celebrity, and thus there is still agency involved in 

determining which celebrity and which consumer item she might buy. So while there is 

agency, there does also appear to be a degree of priming occurring where products are 

positioning online via celebrities and the girls appear to be encouraged or compelled to adopt 

a call to action of some form. 

Some celebrities have a wider appeal and greater influencing power, as seen in how Taylor 

talks about the power of the Kardashians. 

Sometimes if I see an influencer wearing something then I go into the fashion brand 

because, “I can wear something they wear.” This outfit that I got for Christmas, 

actually I'll show you, they're from a really expensive brand. I saw an influencer 

wearing them so I was like, “I might get it.” Like Kendall Jenner, she wore this brand 

and she got this top and the bottoms in red and I just like mine… Yes. I was like, “I 

want to get because Kendall's wearing it. I can wear something that Kendall Jenner 

wore (Taylor). 
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The words Taylor uses to describe the influence celebrity has on her purchasing decisions 

suggest that she places value on wearing not simply an outfit a celebrity wore; rather the 

association of a celebrity extends to the whole brand the celebrity wore. The thought that she 

can wear an item a celebrity wore has a degree of appeal to her and in turn a value. She talked 

about wearing a brand that Kendall Jenner wore as having degree of perhaps value and 

currency which is positioned as important to her. Again, there is a reference to attributes and 

patterns of behaviour linked to presenting and publicly conveying a level of success online. 

In this instance to achieve the level of success requires purchasing products, in particular 

celebrity-related products, highlighting a degree of commodification occurring online and 

how the girls opt in to play a role. 

Ava’s positioning of Kylie Jenner’s lip kits suggests a less subtle connection between 

celebrity and product marketing. 

Well, I think especially Kylie Jenner, when she bought out all her lip kits, I know 

everyone was talking about like, “oh my God. Got mine ordered it today. It arrived.” I 

just thought it was really overpriced and I also don't wear lip gloss or lipstick or 

anything, so it was not a really big deal. Yes. They do influence. There are girls in my 

year that follow the Kardashians and will post Kardashians or if they wear something 

they'll look for the same things. A lot of celebrities are wearing bomber jackets, and 

now bomber jackets are really in trend, and ripped jeans and stuff like that with boots 

and … yes. I have a bomber jacket now as well, [chuckles] so, I guess I do follow that 

trend or Calvin Klein was really popular for a while and everyone would post mirror 

selfies of them in their Calvin Klein. That was everything that was on the feed. I think 

people are definitely influenced and they'll try and be like them. They’ll try and buy 

products or eat the same thing (Ava). 

Ava talks about Kylie Jenner launching her own lip kit that all her friends purchased and 

were described by Ava as being excited, eagerly awaiting the kits arrival. Ava distances 

herself from this, stating it was no big deal and the product was of no interest to her. 

However, she does go on to acknowledge that celebrities do influence, giving examples of 
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peers and herself being influenced and making purchasing decisions based upon celebrity 

self-presentation and brand association. Ava’s quote suggests a nuance in celebrity influence 

that it is not an absolute blanket influence, the girls again do have a degree of agency in 

deciding what products appeal to them. Therefore, we can suggest that the girls will not 

aimlessly purchase and emulate all celebrities and all products and brands they associate 

with; however, there is a strong pull among this cohort to emulate celebrity and present in a 

fashion that is akin to certain celebrities. This activity demonstrates the power of influence 

that celebrities and influencers have in encouraging the girls to make purchasing decisions in 

order to align with the dominant discourses and aspire to self-present in a certain manner. 

The influence of celebrity and girls wanting to buy products endorsed by celebrity is not 

new and was part of mainstream media via teen magazines prior to the dominance of social 

media. What does appear to be different is the blurring of lines between an individual person 

posting and an advertisement, this coupled with the accessibility and perhaps the growth of 

empowerment culture that has evolved. Ava puts forward there is agency in making your own 

choice; however, the choice available presents a very narrow band of discourse conformity. 

Betty references the unrealistic expectations and talks about the rise in plastic surgery and its 

presence online. Betty appears to create a link between the influence of celebrity, the rise of 

plastic surgery, and unrealistic standards, which she positions as being problematic. 

I think a lot of celebrities are posting because a lot of celebrities are getting plastic 

surgery and things like that. A lot of celebrities are posting, I guess photos of their 

face all changed and their body and things. I guess some people might just think that, 

trying to show off their body when it's all like plastic surgery. But that's not all 

women, I just feel it's a lot of celebrities right now. A lot of female celebrities right 

now… I'm not saying I'm against plastic surgery, they can do it if they want, but I just 

feel it's setting a bad example to younger girls who might be looking at their posts. I 

don't care because I know that it doesn't affect me, but if there's people younger than 

me thinking that they should look like that, people don't really like when celebrities 

post, I guess unrealistic expectations for younger kids (Betty). 
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Betty appears able to stand back and critique the notion of celebrities getting plastic 

surgery on both their face and body. She uses the term “showing off,” implying that they 

have improved their appearance and are now flaunting it online. Betty seems to have a few 

issues with this concept of celebrity plastic surgery, as she suggests that is sets a bad example 

to younger girls and sets unrealistic standards of what they should look like. Betty takes 

issues with this for younger girls but seems to be able to separate herself out and says she is 

not influenced by this, that she is not affected by these beauty standards and unrealistic 

expectations, but she worries about younger girls. Betty positions herself as having agency 

and as not being affected by this; however, perhaps younger girls do not in her eyes and are 

potentially more vulnerable and impressionable. 

As this section highlighted, celebrities are very influential and have a prominent presence 

on social media. However, it is interesting that the girls generally do not talk about the 

celebrities as trying to sell to them or influence them in a negative manipulative manner. In 

fact, the girls seem to position the role of female celebrity as a positive, as described by 

Sophia: 

… like even Beyonce like she's … females in the entertainment industry have 

changed their roles from being just a singer and just an actor ... Like just a role 

model to being empowering figures for younger girls. And I think that that's really 

what they should have been this whole time (Sophia). 

Sophia talks about the role of empowering figures and being good role models for young 

girls. Sophia’s language and description implies that celebrities are more than their chosen 

profession of singer and actor and she positions them as role models with the influence to 

empower other girls. This phrase empowerment is adopted by the girls as a positive ideal, 

suggesting that they are being empowered and free to make choices; however, that choice 

appears limited to the focus and domain of improving the self. The intersection between 

empowerment and dissatisfaction creates an interesting tension that seems to be resolved 

through a degree of emulation and consumer spending, with a potential underlying desire for 

increased popularity measured in followers and likes. 
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5.2.3. It’s Not Just About Celebrities and Influencers: It’s About the Brands Too 

As highlighted above, celebrities play a prominent role in influencing the girls’ purchasing 

decisions. The influence of celebrity extends to brands. The language the girls used to talk 

about certain brands conveys how important it is to position the self as conforming to the 

image and aesthetics of specific brands. The girls’ fascination as described early extends from 

celebrities to brands, as Fran illustrates, “yes, some brands. Clothing brands, I'd like to look 

at clothes and stuff like for inspiration.” Fran states that she looks at brands online for 

inspiration, particularly clothing brands. Angela takes this further and suggests that the 

brands influence what she buys. 

Brands, 100%. I have a bit of a brand obsession. I like everything to have a label on it 

… Most of the people that I follow are Nike, and Adidas, and sports brands just to 

check what the latest things are coming out (Angela). 

Angela’s “obsession” is with brands, not just looking at branded products, rather she talks 

about the all-consuming nature of the brands, again highlighting the pervasive atmosphere 

that social media can facilitate. Angela is following brands she likes on Instagram and 

checking out the latest styles and products. Her dialogue implies that it is more than searching 

for inspiration and ideas, as she talks about wearing items that have a label on them, stressing 

an importance in the ability to publicly display wearing a certain brand has for her. This 

suggests a degree of aspiring to emulate a particular look; however, she also states that she 

likes everything she wears to have a label on it. Whether this is to please herself or to signal 

to others that she is associated with these brands is unclear. Emily’s language suggests that 

brands play a role in influencing the content of her social media scrolling and what she 

spends her money on, further highlighting the commercial nature of the girls’ participation 

online. Recent literature focused on celebrities and their influence suggests, brands are paying 

up to $20,000 for an influencer to make a branded post on TikTok and between $25,000 and 

$150,000 for an in-application advertisement, suggesting that companies are well aware of 

the influence social media has on the purchasing decisions of teenage girls (Abidin, 2020). 

The discourse clearly supports this idea that celebrities and influencers have the power to 

impact the success or failure of a product or a brand and make something rise in popularity. 

Stella goes on to illustrate the influence of social media, not only on what she wears but also 

on what she purchases, specifically in her mind what is deemed popular, “yes. I used to never 
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wear skirts, and then I saw all these people wearing wrap skirts and I was like, ‘those are so 

pretty.’ Then I started getting one.”. Stella tells me she would never wear skirts; however, 

seeing influencers and peers wear a certain item, in this case a wrap skirt on social media, 

was powerful enough to encourage her to wear one. It is assumed that if she is wearing a 

wrap skirt, she has made a conscious consumer decision to purchase one. This further 

illustrates the commodification of girls online, a call to action in the form of purchasing 

decisions demonstrates the interconnectedness between online and offline activity, and the 

power of influencers and celebrities to mobilise consumer activity. 

Emily describes her degree of being influenced relating to swimwear, this being her area 

of interest, “I love swimwear and things like that, so maybe that's definitely influences when 

you see what they are wearing.” Emily has agency, in that swimwear is what she chooses to 

be interested in; however, the level of influence positions an interconnectedness between 

brands and influencers playing a role in the girls’ subject positioning. The girls all talked 

about following certain brands and products, creating a link and connection between certain 

brands and influencers, giving the brand additional value and perhaps appeal. Taylor suggests 

that an association between brand and influencer holds a level of value for her, “I feel like I 

trust online brands when someone like an influencer wears it because I wouldn't shop an 

online brand if nobody else had shopped it before.” Taylors uses the word “trust” to describe 

the value she places on an influencer wearing or associating their name with a particular 

brand. She also suggests that she would not buy a brand online that does not have an 

influencer associated with it or wearing their products. 

This highlights the value and importance the girls place on the connection between brand 

and influencer. Given the high level of risk aversion the girls talked about, fear of being 

judged and playing it safe, we could argue that this connection to influencer (someone 

already approved as successful by the ecosystem online) is a form of adopting a risk 

minimisation strategy. She is playing it safe by only presenting in a way that has already been 

endorsed online and signals conformity to the endorsed beauty standard. Suggesting that for 

the brands themselves there must be a value placed on having celebrities and influencers 

associated with their brand to drive sales growth, highlighting that perhaps for brands to 

prosper and target this captive market of teenage girls, they must have their products worn by 

celebrities and influencers, otherwise the product has limited appear to this cohort (Kennedy, 
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2020). This highlights a positioning of power that is created by the nature of the social media 

platforms and a desire to capture teenage girls’ consumer dollars. 

5.2.4. Inclusion and Exclusion: Not Everyone Can Afford to Be Part of the Success 

Immy talks about taking the emulation of celebrity and influencer to a new level to 

achieve success online and conform to the standardised beauty standards: 

I hired something for my friend's birthday two weeks ago from this page … like I 

found it from Instagram … I said how much for it was and she said 50 dollars to hire. 

So I was like oh okay? ... There's a lot of hiring pages like it always comes up on my 

feed so, yeah (Immy). 

Immy’s language describes seeing a dress worn by an influencer to a public event posted on 

Instagram. Immy wanted to create the same look when attending a friend’s birthday party. 

Immy detailed the elaborate and labour-intensive process of searching Instagram, with the 

goal of finding the exact same dress online: “Like last night, um, I was on Instagram for ages 

trying to find the dress … that took me forever … I was on for like six hours or something.” 

On Instagram Immy was able to find an identical dress available to hire on a clothing hire 

site, a site that specialises in hiring dresses deemed popular via a form of celebrity or 

influencer endorsement. Immy emulated the look of the influencer by making a purchasing 

decision, paying $50 to hire the dress for the weekend to wear to a party. Immy’s action 

online was very much an example of what Abidin (2016, 2020) called visibility labours, 

where individuals work on soliciting the attention of others online, working at the attention 

economy. Immy was focused on self-presenting in a manner that got her noticed and 

facilitated popularity growth (Abidin, 2020). 

Immy’s language positioned her actions of paying for the experience of wearing the same 

dress that an influencer wore as completely normal and acceptable. Her action of emulation 

was rewarded via positive affirmation, she described many people liking it and commenting 

on her Instagram post when wearing the hired dress, receiving requests of people wanting to 

know where she got it from. Immy saw value in this course of action and was rewarded by 

many aspects of this interaction, reinforcing that she made a good decision. The influencer’s 

endorsement of a product is what attracted her to the dress in the first place, her decision to 

labour at finding it and hiring it was then further reinforced as a good decision by the 
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platform’s value system signalling to her via likes and comments that she was achieving and 

making good decisions. 

The way Immy and several of the other girls talked about searching for items of clothing 

or beauty items suggests an element of hidden labour occurring, whereby time, effort and 

expense are expended by the girls in their desire to emulate the look of an influencer. The 

girls described saving images and then spending time searching for options available to them 

to replicate certain looks that they deem worthy of replication. It is unclear what makes 

something worthy of replication; however, what does seem to come across in the language is 

that the girls appear to be aware of what has value attached and what encourages them to take 

action. The effort the girls put into creating a certain look seems to have a payoff in the 

currency of likes, follower numbers, positive comments and it appears to transfer to positive 

experiences offline. 

The payoff Immy talked about is also alluded to by Angela whereby she suggested a 

degree of popularity plays a role in influencing the girls. 

Well, I don't really know. I feel like people just follow the leader. If they see someone 

wearing a nice pair of new Nike shoes, they'll now say, "well, I need to buy that pair." The 

next thing you know, their friend’s doing it and you walk in and there's just this … it's just 

because if someone is getting popular or they're classified as cool for wearing Nike shoes, 

everyone is just going to do the same (Angela). 

Angela uses the term “follow the leader” suggesting that the girls want to be seen in a certain 

way, and this is achieved via certain tools that they have available to them to aid and enhance 

their self-presentation. Angela’s language creates a subject positioning of girls aspiring to be 

classified as popular and cool and therefore implementing the levers they have available to 

them to achieve this. While the girls operate within a narrow subject positioning, they appear 

consciously aware of the levers they have available to them to maximise their own subject 

position within the system. We are seeing what Butler referred to as a subjection occurring 

whereby the girls are actively seeking to signal to their peers that they belong, they are part of 
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this discourse of conforming to the acceptable beauty standard and their actions reflection 

this (Butler, 1997). 

This type of action suggests that these girls are learning about how to self-present as 

aesthetic labour through the bio-pedagogies, learned and then repeated actions being 

performed and occurring on social media, particularly Instagram (Abidin, 2016; Camacho-

Miñano et al., 2019). Immy highlights additional layers to the commodification occurring on 

social media, the traditional players of brands and retail shops have become far more 

complex with the creation of new business models that seek opportunity created by 

harnessing the power of social media tools and influencers (Leaver et al., 2020). However, in 

this incident there are many winners: the dress brand, the celebrity, the hirer business, and 

Immy herself. She gained likes and comments on Instagram, judging the process as a success. 

However, this action plays a role in not only reinforcing ideal beauty standards, but the action 

also suggests that there is a cost involved, to which not all have access or the means to 

participate, creating a sense of exclusion for those who do not conform to the beauty 

standards and cannot afford to participate in such a way. 

The platforms are essentially operating as a marketplace that appears to capitalise on the 

discourses of celebrity, ideal beauty standards, dissatisfaction with the self, and 

empowerment to promote and harness a call to action in this group of teenage girls. The girls 

in this cohort are working at being successful on social media, they want to conform, they 

want to be popular: reflected in likes and followers. To achieve this, appears to require an 

aesthetic labour that extends beyond their use of time capturing, crafting, and curating 

images, this extends to purchasing the trappings required to attempt conformance to ideal 

beauty standards. This includes purchasing branded clothing, make-up, hair removal, all the 

way through to the extremes of cosmetic surgery. There is a large marketplace surrounding 

this cohort of girl’s self-presentation and their desire to participate and be successful online. 

The girls I interviewed were all middle class and appear to have the aspirational desire and 

the financial means to operating in this ecosystem. This does again suggest a middle-class 

bias is occurring, and a degree of silencing and exclusion of those who do not conform and 

do not have the means to participate both aesthetically and financially. 
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5.3. Summary of Findings for Chapter Five 

The findings reported in this fifth chapter explored the third research question, focused 

upon the external institutional and structural influences on the girl’s self-disclosure and self-

presentation online. The analysis focused on exploring the role key influencers (celebrities, 

peers, and brands) and the systems, their structures, and processes played in shaping and 

influencing the girl’s subject positioning and behaviour online, particularly in self-

presentation. Social media’s aesthetics culture facilitates the role of reinforcing conventional 

beauty standards, that of being white, thin, and cis-gendered. The girls described through 

their language participating in an environment where unrealistic standards were at play, 

standards that appear to be internalised and normalised, embedding narrow concepts of how 

they view themselves and others. Their language portrays a real narrowing of what was 

acceptable and positioned the ideal as a set of unachievable benchmarks, propagating a level 

of dissatisfaction among many of the girls in the cohort. This type of polarised thinking of 

aspiration and dissatisfaction has the ability to contribute to adolescent inner conflict. As 

mentioned, while internal conflict has been positioned as important for identity development, 

the scale of conflict has the potential to narrow identity exploration, and it can be argued 

affects identity development more broadly (Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1980). The girls’ 

resolution of this conflict does not appear evident in internal identity development and 

conflict resolution, rather elements of conformity, and a turn to external factors for self-

improvement appear to be presented and utilised as solutions to their dissatisfaction. 

Daily watching and interacting with idealised gendered images posted by peers, 

celebrities, and influencers presents a narrow view on how teenage girls should self-present 

online (Kennedy, 2020; Mahoney, 2020; Stuart & Donaghue, 2012). The girls personal feeds 

are flooded with images that not only create but normalise a desired standard of girls’ self-

presentation online, perpetuating cultural conformity aligned to the dominant beauty culture 

discourse (Elias & Gill, 2018). This cohort of girls all described the pervasive watching of 

celebrities and brands online, conveying a desire in their language to emulate all things 

celebrity: their look, pose, clothes and lifestyle. Additionally, there appears to be dialogue 

that suggests the girls are engaging in self comparison with those successful online. As 

already discussed, the girls are heavily self-regulating and conforming to certain dominant 

discourse in the presentation of the self, creating an opportunity where the influencers online 

have the power to direct and influence the girls through a call to action in the form of 

emulation and self-improvement. 
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Social media provides the girls not only with the inspiration of how to self-present by 

emulating those successful online, but the platforms also provide the girls with solutions, 

connecting the girls with brands and products to solve the problem of dissatisfaction and to 

achieve the goal of online success. The girls’ language not only constructed a 

commodification of celebrities and influencers, but they also demonstrated a sense of agency 

and execution of choice commercially. While much of their language had been constrained 

when talking about their posting patterns, the girls were able to demonstrate a degree of 

agency and choice in consumer purchasing; for example, purchasing the same outfit and 

product that a celebrity wore and promoted. The language the girls used when talking about 

celebrities had both an observational and an action orientation nature, integrating the power 

of celebrity and platform functionality in facilitating a desire to first emulate influencers 

followed by call to action on how to do this via consumer spending. What emerges is a 

commodification of the girls occurring and being facilitated online. Social media creates a 

marketplace where the girls’ dissatisfaction is paired with a desire to conform to the beauty 

standards and be successful online via the rewards of likes and follower numbers. 

The idea of empowerment culture and the notion that girls have agency and choice is 

paired with the fear of getting it wrong: this appears to constrain them to operate within a 

very narrow range of choice. Choices are very much embedded within the discourses of 

celebrity, ideal beauty standards, dissatisfaction with the self, empowerment to promote and 

harness a call to action amongst this group of teenage girls. The girls’ choices of participating 

seem to be a labour of aesthetics; use of time, capturing, crafting, and curating images and 

purchasing the trappings required in an attempt to conform to the ideal beauty standards. The 

choice and agency are in the realm of purchasing decisions, brand clothing, make-up, hair 

removal, all the way through to the extremes of cosmetic surgery. Social media is a large 

marketplace that provides choice pertaining to girl’s self-presentation; however, this choice is 

narrow and constrained and governed by the dominant discourse. The institutional structures 

of likes, followers, celebrities, and idealised versions of what is acceptable, all contribute to 

the narrowing of agency and high levels of conformity among this cohort of girls when self-

presenting online. 
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Chapter 6  Discussion  

The research aimed to explore teenage girls’ experiences online, through a Foucauldian 

informed thematic analysis, grounded in a lens of gender and power theories within an 

institutional to individual model. The analysis identified the dominant discourses of idealised 

beauty standards, dissatisfaction of the self, and conformity and explored the influence these 

discourses have on girls’ experiences self-presenting online. A social constructionist 

approach allowed a deeper understanding of the girls’ lived experience and shone a light on 

how the interaction and influences online appeared to normalise a construction of teenage 

girls’ identity experimentation and self-representation online. The girls presented a sense of 

self that was both restrained and controlled, conveying a narrow subject positioning of this 

cohort of girls, heavily embedded and influenced by the dominant discourse of idealised 

beauty standards. The research focused upon the role both identity and performance play 

online, constructing an account of the bidirectional set of influences in terms of value 

systems, delving into the context of power, harnessed by both the system and the girls. The 

analysis explored how the girls’ actions online appear both heavily influenced by the 

platforms and also integrated and reinforcing of the platforms and their value systems, 

through the platforms mechanisms of likes, followers, and comments. The research looked 

beyond the individual experience and identity development to consider how dominant 

cultural ideals and values are reflected across visual presentation and reinforced norms for 

this cohort of teenage girls.  

This final chapter consolidates the three findings’ chapters, presenting a meta level view to 

present critical outcomes from the research. The dominant discourses normalise an idealised 

presentation of how teenage girls must present to achieve online success and avoid criticism 

and negative judgment. The institutional power played out via the systems, dominant 

discourses, and cultural ideology such as capitalist neoliberalism is presented in this study as 

a power model, governing actions, and behaviours online. The cultural framework drove a 

perceived onus of power to the individual to be responsible for their own success while at the 

same time the institutions of power (platforms, brands, and Influencers) construct and 

reinforce an eco-system that propagates limited agency for the individual girl (Gill & Kanai, 

2018). This chapter aims to step back and consider this environment in terms of competing 

forces, institutional structures, and power placed upon individuals. As the girls present there 

is a struggle, an internal conflict occurring with their perception of agency and choice. This 

cohort of girls aspire to be successful and strive to conform to the dominant discourse of the 
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system and what that means to be successful online. However, the system influences the girls 

sense self, as constructed via their language: a level of inadequacy and dissatisfaction in the 

self emerges, pushing them towards searching for solutions and making choices pertaining to 

self-improvement and self-presentation. The girls reported in their language an experience of 

internal conflict: wanting to be successful online, while at the same time experiencing a 

perception of ‘not winning’, labelled as inadequate and falling short of expectation. All this 

conflict occurs in a system where institutional power structures offer up solutions via the 

promotion of self-improvement and a focus on the individual to solve any problem, whether 

that be the perceptions of falling short or achieving aspirational goals. The girls discourse 

provides insight into the limited level of control and agency that exists at an individual level 

for this cohort of teenage girls, based upon their experiences online. The girls are operating in 

a circular system of aspiration, dissatisfaction, and self-improvement, where the bar of what it 

means to be successful is always rising and just out of reach. The key outcomes of this 

research are conceptualised within a model, enabling the reader to understand the 

interconnectedness between systems, discourse, and cultural ideology. Outlining the 

outcomes that these institutional forces have at an individual level as exhibited by this cohort 

of girls. This chapter also delves into the design of the research, areas for future study and the 

practical applications of the findings.  

6.1. Review of the Findings 

Ahead of discussing the critical outcomes of the research it is useful to summarise the core 

findings which emerged from the three research questions. The three findings’ chapters 

respond to the research questions sequentially: chapter three focuses on understanding usage 

patterns and exploring the relationship between the tools’ functionalities and the girls’ 

behaviours. The chapter constructed an eco-system where the platforms appear designed to 

capture and maintain the girl’s attention, enticing them to remain engaged within the attention 

economy (Abidin, 2020). Additionally, the tools’ attributes of likes, followers and comments 

play an influencing role, where maximising these values was desirable and required for 

achieving online success. The structural aspects of the platforms played a role in influencing 

the girl’s self-presentation and self-disclosure online, where posting patterns are constructed 

in a controlled, constrained, and performative nature. The girls’ posting patterns appeared to 

be consistent across the cohort, constructing a narrow subject positioning, focused upon 

achieving attention, popularity, and follower numbers, resisting anything different and 

creating posts which appeared self-censored and highly curated. 
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Chapter four started to explore the girls’ subject positioning online further, understanding 

the relational and contextual factors framing their decision making and behaviour online. 

The expansion of the panoptic gaze for these girls online was discussed, particularly the 

increased level of surveillance, constant social comparison, and self-evaluation, all which 

appeared to have the power to influence the girls’ behaviours and thought patterns. The girls 

appear to enact unrealistic pressure on themselves to both perform and conform to a certain 

discourse, where self-presentation appeared to include far less identity exploration, that has 

been positioned as central in adolescence development (Erikson, 1969). The girls’ language 

and actions rarely challenged the level of conformity occurring online, rather their actions 

were positioned as meeting “expectation” and “just something we do”. This cohort were not 

challenging the status quo, instead balancing a need to “strive for perfection” while at the 

same time being very “hesitant to post” and receive unwanted judgement. Chapter four 

explored the gendered presentation occurring online by the girls, with the term “Barbie” 

being referenced and the need to get it right, be perfect and present a certain image, that while 

being sexualised and gendered was also positioned as what was expected of them. 

The final findings chapter, Chapter five, examined the dominant discourses that appeared 

to be influencing the girls’ self-presentation and actions online and explored the power 

structures and the role institutions play in influencing girls’ online behaviours. Key 

influencers (celebrities, peers, and brands) and the systems themselves played a role in 

shaping and influencing both the girls’ subject positions and their behaviour online, 

propagating conventional beauty standards of being white, thin, and cis-gendered. These 

standards were positioned and reinforced as the acceptable norm for achieving success 

online, placing unrealistic standards on the girls. These standards appeared to be internalised 

and embed a narrow concept of how the girls benchmarked themselves and others. The girls’ 

language conveyed an impression of inadequacy and dissatisfaction with the self. However, 

they also positioned themselves as having agency, in the ability to improve themselves and to 

work on themselves in order to be successful. The platforms and influencers collectively 

provided solutions to the girls’ dissatisfaction of the self. In this way of examining, the 

systems become a marketplace for the girls to self-improve and purchase products to assist in 

bolstering their success online. 



173 

 

 

 

6.2. Critical Outcomes: A Focus on the Individual: A Cycle of Aspiration, 

Dissatisfaction, and Self Improvement.  

From these findings a model has been developed to illustrate the levels of power and 

influence experienced by the teenage girl participants. The model presents the concept 

‘institutional to individual power’, illustrating a normalisation of a narrow subject positioning 

for these teenage girls online. The dominant cultural ideology of neoliberalism and capitalism 

influences the structures, organisations and individuals that exist within its ecosystems. The 

way that social media systems evolved, developed, and operate are all a product of this 

social-political model. These systems that exist within this ideological framework, such as 

Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat influence the construction of certain discourses that are 

further propagated and reinforced within the same eco-system. Social media is a performative 

medium that facilitates the display of cultural ideals. The neoliberal capitalist ideology has 

been the dominant ideology in western society for many decades and as such has become 

thought of as assumed, second nature and often unchallenged. These findings have 

implications for teenage girls, as discussed in chapters three to five, whereby social media 

usage consumes much of their daily lives, being avid users, posting, commenting, and 

labouring at being successful online. This results in intense self-surveillance and self-

regulation leading to patterns of conformity in order to avoid criticism and judgment. It also 

leads to a desire to conform to the dominant discourse of idealised beauty standards while 

simultaneously developing feelings of self-dissatisfaction. Levels of dissatisfaction have been 

positioned as essential for keeping such systems going: “The culture of capitalism must keep 

individuals sufficiently dissatisfied that they continue to seek satisfaction from it, but not so 

dissatisfied that they reject or resist it outright.” (Davies, 2011,p.70). The environment and 

institutional structures have the power to lead this cohort of girls towards a notion of 

individual responsibility for solving structural problems. The neoliberal capitalist ideology 

which dominates, importantly extends to research and services like education and 

psychology, which are often also orientated to proposing individual actions for structural 

problems. 

The Institutional to Individual Model (Figure 1) displays the interconnectedness that 

institutional powers have at an individual level. Influence is not only reflected via 

behavioural impacts through the action and behaviours online, but critical outcomes also 

emerge through this data and are illustrated in the model, as a ‘focus on the individual’, 

driving individual responsibility by the girls themselves. The language the girls adopted 
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constructed a sense of being responsible for: how they self-present online; what they post; 

how they are received online; and how they respond. The girls construct a transfer of 

responsibility, a focus on the individual, where the cycle of aspiration, dissatisfaction, and 

self-improvement result in three key outcomes for this cohort of girls as constructed by their 

language: 

1. Cycle of Discontent. If a girl gets it wrong, it is all their fault, and they need to work 

harder at getting it right. The girls communicated motivations to want more, with no end 

point to stop at, aiming continually for more followers and more likes. This level of 

aspiration followed by discontent seemed never ending, consistent with capitalist ideals. 

2.  Self-Criticising. Even the most included girl still felt ‘not good enough’ resulting in a 

notion that ‘even when you are in you are out’. The girls that appeared to adhere to the 

dominant beauty standards and have large numbers of followers still expressed exclusion 

and were highly self-critical.  

3. Need to Conform. The model does not appear to provide space or opportunity for the 

marginalised and those that do not conform or have lack the means to conform. This 

raises complex questions based upon the model and the extent to which the dominant 

discourse forces inclusion due to a fear of being marginalised.
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Figure 1 

Institutional to Individual Model 
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6.2.1. Institutional to Individual Model: The Mask of Empowerment Results in a Transfer 

of Responsibility to the Individual 

A key concept that emerged in the research and was key to developing the model was the 

dominance of a neoliberal ideology, which appeared to be positioned at the core of the 

presentation of the self online. This model of ‘Institution to Individual’ means platforms are 

positioned as simple and not coercive, rather the individual is positioned as responsible for 

their own actions, specifically the action to regulate their own usage and improve oneself 

(Elias & Gill, 2018; Kanai & Gill, 2020). This neoliberal ideal as discussed in the literature 

by Gill and colleagues observed women being positioned as responsible for their own self-

improvement: this ideal surfaced and was constructed in the girls’ language and in their 

actions. This conceals the notion that institutional power structures and processes play a role 

and contribute to the way girls self-present and self-disclose online. The social media 

platforms and their functionality with constructs such as followers and likes appears to both 

reinforce and propagate neoliberal ideals related to aspiration, dissatisfaction, and self-

improvement. The platforms apply meaning to the processes, to the numbers of people that 

are interested in and follow a user. The tools’ functionalities act as a symbol of measurement 

which the girls reproduce, applying these values as natural facts, linked specifically to 

popularity and success. Both the girls and the systems play a role in normalised online 

behaviour, whereby it is understood and accepted that teenage girls utilise Instagram to 

convey to their peers that people are interested in them, bolstering their own popularity and 

status both online and offline. This aspect of commodification within the tools, illustrates that 

the tools are themselves self-validating and act as a reinforcing mechanism to reaffirm and 

reward certain posting behaviours. The girls’ language suggests that they search for strategies 

to achieve more followers and likes on Instagram. The functionality of the tools makes 

available to the girls at the click of a button a means to maximise and measure their follower 

numbers and potentially their popularity and confidence. Confidence works at the technology 

of the self (Foucault, 1988), where perfection is at your fingertips, freely being offered up 

online. The individual may believe they are self-governing, appearing unaware of the role 

surveillance and institutions play in influencing their own actions. The need to invest in the 

self to make yourself better appeared present on the surface in the girls’ discourse as both a 

desire and a choice to want to be successful. Their language promoted a focus on fitting in 

and conforming to the beauty norms, which in turn upon analysis seem less about choice and 

more about conformity and expectation.  
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The language of empowerment, confidence culture, choice and self-responsibility transfers 

control to the individual, to the girls to be masters of their own destiny (Gill, 2017). However, 

they are positioned within an echo chamber where their choices are limited. The research 

suggests that the subject position the girls are interacting with on social media is what has 

been positioned by others as normative femininity. Created and reinforced by the institutional 

constructs of social media, consisting of being young, white, skinny and wealthy, which 

aligns to the ‘Barbie’ aesthetic that the girls expressed (Abidin, 2020; Camacho-Miñano et 

al., 2019; Kennedy, 2020). The social media platforms provide, via their built-in reward 

systems of likes, followers and comments, the power to create winners and losers. An 

environment that rewards and promotes an ideal beauty standard discourse and the ability to 

place those that do not measure up or do not conform either on the outside (voluntarily or 

not) or what appeared more evident in the data, working harder at conforming.   

The concept of achieving a certain look and presenting that online in a specific way as 

discussed has a normalising effect, defining what girls can post and what they should not 

post. The dominant discourse behind what is acceptable to post resulted in a sense of the girls 

“governing the self”, whereby the level of conformity in posting patterns suggests the girls 

are responding to the degree of normalisation with their own gendered subject positioning 

(Butler, 1988; Foucault, 1988). Perhaps this hyperbolic self-observation that Instagram 

provides the girls is unhelpful in the girls’ identity exploration, leading them to benchmark 

themselves against standardised constructs, reducing the opportunity and desire for less 

outside influence on identity exploration and further enforcing conformity. What appears in 

the research is that normalisation through a neoliberal lens is reducing a display of diversity, 

in favour of promoting normalisation and conformity online. At the same time as promoting 

this normalisation, the platforms provided a thriving eco-system for neoliberal ideals and 

promoted the discourse of female self-improvement, with a focus on the individual and call to 

action to take responsibility for success online, creating a sense of not only being responsible 

but also being compelled to ‘work at it’. 

6.2.2. Cycle of Discontent: It Is All Your Fault; You Need to Work Harder.  

As mentioned previously, there is a juxtapositioning of the promotion of agency and 

choice while at the same time a narrowing of subject positioning ladened with conformity and 

constraint, leading to tension of dissatisfaction with the self and self-presentation. This 

tension creates an opportunity for the online world to provide the girls with options and 

enticement to make changes and minimise their degree of dissatisfaction, with the aim of 
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achieving and aspiring to certain beauty norms. The online world via the elevation of 

influencers and celebrities provides a channel to idealised subject positioning that these girls 

appear to absorb, accept, and take onboard as their own self presentation goals. The platforms 

not only provide a space to self-present, but they also provide a space to provide solutions to 

problems. Should that problem be dissatisfaction with my own self appearance, such as not 

pretty enough, skinny enough or not ‘Barbie-like’ enough, then I have options available to me 

and choices to make. This choice appears to relate to ways of presenting the self in order to 

be successful, whether that be choosing the right outfit or filter, the choice was made with the 

objective of maximising online success. There is an intersection of agency and conformity; 

the girls have agency to choose how they self-present online and self-disclose, however the 

bandwidth for choice is somewhat restricted and controlled and linked back to the platforms’ 

value systems of aspiring to maximise likes, followers and fitting in.  

The girl’s language was absent of being content, they talked about what was expected of 

them and the need to get it right, however they were also very critical of those that got it 

wrong. They would make comments that had double meanings, stating on the surface that 

everyone has choices, “it’s her choice” and “she can post what she likes, but”, while clearly 

constructing a sense that if you get it wrong you have failed with comments like “why would 

she do that”, implying that they should know better. In chapter four Naomi was referenced 

criticising the way another girl posted, creating a sense that getting it wrong was “not 

acceptable” and that it would “backfire on them”. There was a tension in the girl’s language 

that created a sense that they have inbuilt intuition of what girls should post and even though 

this appears quite complicated, if you operate outside these narrow boundaries, then you are 

at fault and you are not working hard enough. The girls are operating in a framework were 

getting it right was essential for being successful in relation to subtle rules of what was 

expected. However, they appeared to show a lack of empathy, compassion and understanding 

towards those that did get it wrong. Their language was absent of any acknowledgement of it 

being ok to fail, in fact quite the opposite: they were highly critical of themselves and others 

alike, judging those that got it wrong harshly, suggesting they should know better. This 

further propagates the level of expectation placed upon girls and increases the risk of critical 

judgement and discontentment.  

The actions of posting online constructs a concept that the girls are implementing their 

own risk management strategy, a strategy that is strictly controlled and tightly implemented. 
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Something that is constantly worked on and enforced with the aim of avoiding getting it 

wrong and being the recipient of harsh criticism. The language the girls used to construct 

their posting patterns was absent of ease, spontaneity, and contentment, and in stark contrast 

with the aesthetic of the images posted. The images the girls posted shows them having fun 

with their friends, going to be the beach, hanging out and sharing memories and moments, 

inferring a carefree nature to them. However, based upon the language used to describe the 

process of posting and being online, it is positioned as an ongoing cycle of discontentment; 

time consuming, serious, controlled, constrained, and heavily influenced by a desire to 

conform to the dominant beauty standards.  

This high level of an ongoing perceived need to manage your own risk, constructs a sense 

of hard work and labour as already discussed in the literature with reference to attention 

economy (Abidin, 2020). This hyperfocus on working towards achieving success requires 

actively implementing a risk management approach with the aim of avoiding criticism. This 

constant hypervigilant state the girls appear to operate within has the ability to create 

heightened level of anxiety and tension generated by the fear of getting it wrong while at the 

same time balancing a focusing on maximising likes and followers. As found in the literature 

there are mixed findings when looking at levels of anxiety and social media usage. Several of 

the girls alluded to a degree of stress associated with their self-presentation online. There has 

been suggestion that a perception (real or perceived) of not fitting the ideal beauty standards 

can create a vulnerability to body image issues and low self-esteem (Tiggemann & Barbato, 

2018). The girls in this cohort, did allude to self-esteem and body image concerns, 

particularly when talking about not being ‘pretty’ enough, skinny enough and having to work 

at getting it right. While anxiety, body image and self-esteem were not the focus of the 

research, this is an area for future studies to explore the impact that social media induced 

labour and this ongoing cycle of discontentment has on teenage girls.   

6.2.3. Self Criticising: Even the Most Included Still Feel They’re Not Enough.  

Inclusion into being successful on social media platforms can be constructed in a manner 

that involves adhering to dominant beauty standards. While the girls can use agency and 

choice to purchase clothes, makeup, fake tan, editing and tuning apps, and other trappings to 

assist in their ability to conform, there are clearly individuals that are unable to conform to 

the white, thin, cis-gender ideal and are vulnerable to being excluded. However, the cohort of 

girls in this research were primarily affluent, white, thin, and presented in a cis-gendered 
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way, consisting of all the requirements to be included and successful online. Of the twenty-

four girls interviewed, 19 identified as Anglo-Australian, the other five girls identified as 

coming from the following backgrounds: Sri Lankan, French/Indian, Lebanese (2) and 

Cyprian. While sexuality was not discussed in detail there were some discussions with the 

girls pertaining to the existence of transgender peers at their school and their presence online, 

exploring the existence of non-cis-gender representation online and how they are presented 

and received from the girl’s perspective. The response from the girls suggested they all 

identified as cis-gender, however, there may have been a degree of non-disclosure for various 

reasons. So, while I cannot be certain of the sexual and gendered identities of the girls, their 

language suggested they positioned themselves as cis-gendered publicly. Overall, the girls 

interviewed conformed to the dominant discourse ideals of what was positioned as acceptable 

and required to be successful online. However, this did not seem to lead to displays of 

confidence amongst the girls, there was no evidence in their language of complacency or a 

notion of winning nor that of complete inclusion and acceptance: elements of doubt and 

uncertainty always appeared present and at the surface. 

As discussed, this cohort was generally able to fit within the dominant discourse 

boundaries, the girl’s self-presentation demonstrated elements of inclusion suggesting that 

they were being successful online, achieving likes and follower numbers with an absence of 

receiving criticism and bullying or being told they do not fit in. However, the girls’ language 

continually contained a notion of dissatisfaction and fear of judgement which appear to 

negate and overshadow any successes. This tension described in the girl’s language 

constructs a situation whereby even those that demonstrate and signal to others that they are 

conforming and doing well online, still do not feel successful. Rather the girls position 

themselves as not good enough, needing to do more, creating a perception that even when 

you are perceived by others as part of the in-group you internally positioning yourself on the 

outer. Hence the research findings suggest that social media and the sphere of institutional 

power plays a role in constructing a belief for the girls that even when you are in you are still 

on the outer. This capitalist idea that you can never win, that there is always more to be done 

appears to overshadow the girls’ self-presentation online and plays a role in how they view 

themselves (Davies, 2011). The confidence culture research by Gill and Orgad (2016) is 

evident, whereby social media plays a role in positioning empowerment and confidence as 

the successes of feminism.  However, the institutional structures do not appear to facilitate an 

environment where individuals can feel confident, rather the sense of always being on the 
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outer and with more work to do, appears to be propagated amongst this cohort. As described, 

this was a cohort that has the characteristics to be successful and express confidence in their 

self-presentation online. In reality there appeared to be an absence of examples of the girls’ 

expressing sustained confidence in their language when discussing their own self-

presentation online. 

There were girls in the cohort that had well over 1000 followers and were perceived by 

their peers as successful online and doing well. These moments of success appeared fleeting 

and overshadowed by the constant sense of self-doubt and need to work at the next online 

win. The cohort refenced not being enough, whether that was being pretty enough or blonde 

enough, their self-dissatisfaction created a sense of not being in the ‘in-group’ and needing to 

constantly work at their online presentation. This has the ability to position the girls in their 

own minds as being on the outer and in a sense excluded and uncertain of their own social 

positioning. This is important in the context of self-presentation and identity exploration, and 

in particular understanding that a self-perception of failing while winning could be hindering 

the process of identity exploration and forming a stable sense of self.   

6.2.4. Need to Conform: Dominant Discourse Limit the Space for the Marginalised and 

Diverse. 

A Desire for Belonging and Inclusion Drive Conformity. Social media has been 

constructed by the girls in this cohort as an environment where they spend much time socially 

engaging with friends, liking and commenting on posts, following different brands and 

celebrities and sharing information informally in chat groups. Participation online appeared to 

be a mandatory requirement, facilitating teenage girls’ inclusion in peer activities and social 

interactions (Smith et al., 2021). From identity development literature a sense of belonging is 

positioned as important in the construct of a healthy sense of self (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 

Erikson, 1968). This need amongst teenagers to signal belonging has been evident both in 

identity literature and social media literature whereby girls want to belong and also signal this 

inclusion to others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Davis, 2012a; Smith et al., 2021). This desire 

to belong and signal inclusion has also been evident in the data: an example of this can be 

illustrated in the level of prolific commenting online. Commenting can be viewed as 

signalling externally to others that you are part of something, that you are actively 

participating and plays a role in signalling inclusion and belonging. The importance of 

belonging and fitting in, suggest that those that do not conform to the dominant discourse and 



182 

 

 

 

subject positioning risk not belonging and potentially being and feeling excluded, with the 

potential to impact upon their own sense of self and identity development.  

Understanding the influence, the sphere of institutional power plays in enforcing 

conformity online is important, highlighting that the girls’ desire to conform may come at the 

cost of being able to, or even wanting to express diverse views and opinions online. Perhaps 

the girls feel obligated to portray a level of conformity which has the outcome of limiting 

their freedom for visual presentation and their ability to deviates from the dominant 

discourse. With the dominance of conformity, comes the notion of exclusion of those that are 

not conforming, those that are not participating in the normalisation and dominant discourses. 

In essence those not participating are positioned on the outer, not included and not belonging. 

Which is in stark contrast to the girls in the cohort, who positioned themselves as not only 

wanting to be included: their language suggested they also performed in a manner to ensure 

inclusion and belonging.  

The pull of Conformity and a Need to Participate: Firstly, several of the girls 

interviewed talked about taking a break from social media. For various reasons they felt they 

needed a break and talked about deleting platforms from their phones for a period of time. 

What is interesting is the idea that the girls felt they needed a break from social media, 

suggesting a self-awareness that perhaps high levels of constant usage and surveillance of the 

self and others may not be good for them and their own sense of self. However, this break 

was temporary, short lived and all reloaded platforms like Instagram on their phones and 

continued usage. During the time offline, those that chose not to participate and be online 

reported a sense of missing out on the experience of their peers and perhaps experienced a 

form of social exclusion prompting them to re-engage with participation online. Perhaps the 

desire to belong as highlighted in the literature pulled this cohort of girls back towards 

participation and conformity online: while able to take short breaks they were not able to opt 

out (Davis, 2012a; Smith et al., 2021). All the girls interviewed were active online as per the 

inclusion criteria of participating in the research, however, as part of the interview I asked 

them if they have friends or know girls their age not online. The general feedback was that 

this was minimal, however those not on social media were positioned by the girls as missing 

out on knowing socially what was occurring across their social group. This was described and 

positioned as those not on social media often miss out on both participating and being aware 

of social gatherings, as invites were often distributed via social media only. One of the girls 
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additionally suggested that those not on social media missed out on inside jokes and memes 

that would be shared on social media, suggesting those not online are excluded from in-group 

participation and culture references, potentially contributing to feelings of not belonging or 

fitting in. 

Success Online Comes at a Cost. The findings have constructed a sense of what is 

required to be successful online, and this subject position, as discussed earlier, is relatively 

narrow. As something becomes narrower and narrower it is interesting to look at the 

excluding effect that a tight subject position can have on those without the financial means, or 

the physical attributes required to participate and conform. With the commodification of 

social media and success being linked to this commodification we see that there is a financial 

cost associated with being successful online. Immy in chapter five talked in detail about 

hiring celebrity outfits to present a certain image online and how the ability to present in a 

certain way contributed to her online success and being rewarded in the form of likes and 

comments. This highlights one of many possible costs associated with participating online 

and being successful online. This cohort where essentially middle class and aspirational, 

presenting in a manner that suggests they (and their parents) possessed the means to finance 

the acquisition of the required brands, clothes, makeup, phones and apps which they 

positioned as a necessary and expected component for online success. However, it is 

important to be aware that not all have the financial means to participate in the same manner, 

creating an avenue for exclusion, specifically for those who cannot afford to participate in 

such a lavish way. The financial spend and having the means to participate in such a way was 

not only limited to buying and hiring clothes. Across the girl’s engagement online there were 

many points of financial outlay that appeared to contribute to being successful and 

conforming to the dominant discourse and beauty standard online. This included: posting 

shots on holidays, at restaurants, using fake tan, demonstrating the latest make-up trends, 

paying for tuning apps and apps that had additional filters.  

All these trappings were positioned by the girls as being part of the normal, part of their 

day to day, part of what is required and expected for being successful online. It appears for 

this cohort of girls to conform and achieve success online a financial investment was 

required, further linking the sphere of institutional power model with the commodification of 

being successful and participating online. Amongst the presentation of their inclusion, and 

what is required to be included, there is additionally an awareness of the fear of being 
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excluded: while not reflected in the data as a financial fear, the fear in the data appeared 

related to beauty standards. There is a notion that those that do not fit the dominant beauty 

standards of being affluent, white, skinny, and cis-gender would feel marginalised and 

excluded. Those that do not conform to the dominant beauty standards can be positioned as 

either excluded and marginalised or alternatively positioned as forming micro cultures and 

finding connection amongst diverse groups. 

Conformity to the Dominant Discourse Limits the Voice of Diversity. This cohort of 

girls did not demonstrate or express examples of diversity in their online performance, their 

self-presentation was firmly grounded within the confines of the dominant discourse, 

suggesting there are limited displays amongst this cohort of those that are marginalised and 

identify as diverse in favour of conforming. As mentioned above the girls were all presenting 

in the same way, signalling inclusion and conformity online, however, this does not mean 

there was no diversity amongst the cohort. The diversity they feel, or experience might in fact 

be muted due to the well-expressed fear of peer judgement and their own self-critical 

thoughts. The girls in the cohort on the surface essentially looked and shared the same 

demographic traits and the display of diversity was limited. While it is unclear if there was 

diversity amongst the cohort that was not expressed or evident to the researcher, what is 

evident is the sphere of institutional power combined with a desire for belonging and 

inclusion has the power to push being different to the fringes and hidden.  

There is mixed research on the positioning of diverse groups within social media 

platforms. While not evident in this research it cannot be ignored that people are finding ways 

to resist and create diversity online. It is important to acknowledge that dominant discourses 

create marginalisation which can produce alternate avenues for those excluded to find a voice 

and to find alternate avenues for belonging and connecting with likeminded people in the 

margins (Leaver et al., 2020). There is additional, research and evidence that the institutional 

power structures propagated the marginalisation of certain groups with evidence to suggest 

that social media platforms’ algorithms actively exclude minority groups via the regulation of 

content, ensuring images and voices that deviate from the dominant norms are supressed or 

hidden (Farrell, 2021; Mahoney, 2020). However, based upon the findings of this research, it 

is questionable whether belonging on Instagram is genuinely diverse and unique to certain 

groups. It could be argued that the ideas of confidence culture and of neoliberal capitalism 

might be still narrowing self-presentation, regardless of adherence to the dominant discourse 
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and being part of the in-group. Following this argument, even in the diverse and marginalised 

groups there may be elements of institutional powers and commercialisation at play. There 

has been evidence of this specifically within the LGBTI communities and #Blacklivesmatter 

campaigns online, where celebrities, brands, and businesses present examples of performance 

allyship, signalling support of marginalised groups with the objective of accessing the 

groups’ consumer spending. (Abidin, 2019; Wellman, 2022). There is a sense that whether a 

group is included or marginalised on social media they may still be operating under the 

“Institutional to Individual” model to varying degrees. 

Institutional powers and dominant discourses play a role in narrowing what success and 

belonging looks like for this cohort of teenage girls and as a result significantly reduces space 

for diversity. The social environment has the power through a construct of fear to narrow and 

potentially mute the girls’ self-presentation and identity experimentation online. A fear of 

being different limits girls’ ability and desire to voice a display of diversity or a viewpoint 

that deviates from dominant discourses. While the girls interviewed did not appear to tap into 

the diversity or micro-cultures that exist online, they also did not construct an environment 

that appeared to provide space nor opportunity for this form of identity experimentation to be 

occurring. Raising the question, that an actual or perceived constraint might lead to further 

internal conflict, reduced identity experiment and further marginalising those that identified 

as diverse. 

6.3. Reflection on the Design Process  

The research in this study raises issues for traditional literature that continues to focus on 

Erikson (1969), Goffman (1959) and Festinger (1954). While these can be valuable theories 

and may be relevant decades later, they fail to adequately consider the role of the relational 

self, and the self-influenced by institutional power structures, cultural ideals and the systems 

of social media platforms and their tools. Much of the current literature, particularly in 

psychology, focuses upon the individual, whether that be from the point of view of 

personality traits, notions of narcissism or individual differences. This individualising 

approach fails to acknowledge that the girls are operating within a very narrow framework, as 

this research illustrates. Institutional power has the ability to influence and control how this 

cohort of teenage girls are self-presenting and self-disclosing online. Without exploring and 

understanding the constraint in teenage girls’ agency and choice is it difficult to understand 
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and observe their posting behaviours and understand the broader implications for identify 

development.  

The approach applied to both the research design and analysis phase were to ensure the 

structure and theoretical approaches taken were grounded in credible and dependable steps 

and procedures, ensuring that these findings have a degree of trustworthiness. Additionally, 

these findings are designed to be confirmable via demonstrating a degree of transferability 

within particular boundaries. This study highlights the importance of taking a social 

constructionist approach to explore the depth of experience for a cohort of girls, 

understanding the relational aspects and the nuances of power and control in relation to the 

girls’ sense of self. The design of adopting a Foucauldian informed thematic analysis allowed 

the approach, both design and analysis to demonstrate ways in which girls are operating 

within a neoliberal capitalist ideological model. The focus on language, rather than individual 

experiences allowed for a creation of collective constructs that exist and compete online, a 

power system, whereby certain criteria and attributes were able to be highlighted as required 

for the girls to both participate and specifically to be successful online. The design approach 

allowed the research to develop a model that focused upon the interconnectedness between 

the sphere of institutional powers and the focus on the individual. 

The cohort of 24 girls that participated in the research had a level of specificity that was 

reflected in the data, in that the girls were essentially all middle class, with aspirational means 

and desires to both participate online and be successful, resulting in conformity to the 

dominant discourses. These girls did not present as outsiders, nor marginalised or socially 

excluded. Their presentation was that of people that were insiders, or perhaps people that 

wanted to appear to be insiders, to be included and signal belonging. The data suggest that the 

sphere of institutional power influenced their self-presentation and identity exploration 

online. The design could be further extended to be more collaborative with the participants, 

perhaps engaging with the girls in a manner that might expose discourses and actions of 

diversity and examples of resistance. The collection of data was such that there was limited 

observational data collection, rather the girls talking about their posting behaviours. A 

potential design enhancement would be more action orientated work, capturing and engaging 

with a cohort regularly over a two-four-month period, further exploring and observing their 

level of conformity and existence of diversity.  
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6.4. Future Research 

The are several areas of future research that can add to this topic and the broader body of 

literature specific to social media, teenage girls and self-presentation and identity 

development.  

Micro Cultures, Non-Participants, Excluded and Those that Opt Out. It would be 

relevant to explore the experiences of teenage girls that do not conform to the dominant 

beauty standards found in this research. There is relevance in exploring the impact of those 

that are excluded either by choice or by lack of means to participate, both financial means 

and ability to conform to the dominant discourse. The current sample were very much a 

cohort of girls that have the ability to conform and participate, undertaking similar designed 

research on a cohort that operates outside the realms of conformity would be valuable. There 

is some evidence that diverse groups find connectedness online with other like mind people 

which can facilitate belonging and reduce loneliness (Leaver et al., 2020). Specifically, 

Berger et al. (2021) found that for a cohort of LGBTI adolescents, social media was an 

avenue for identity experimentation, relationship building and to find support to feelings of 

loneliness and victimisation, however, it was also a place of discrimination. There is evidence 

that diverse groups and marginalised groups are further excluded by the system their voice is 

further pushed to the periphery (Farrell, 2021). It would be useful to explore the extent to 

which neoliberal and capitalist ideology may play a role in this inclusion and exclusion, 

exploring the subject positioning of those not considered conforming to the dominant 

discourse and beauty standards. 

Gender Diversity/Queer Theory. An extension of the point above is future research 

exploring teenage girls’ social media usage from the perception of marginalised groups, such 

as gender diverse and LGBTI groups. The findings in this research supported a very 

heteronormative presentation of femininity being performed online therefore it would be 

relevant to explore the institutional power model from the perspective of young people who 

identify as being gender and sexually diverse.  

Boys Online. Boys were not the subject of this research; however, the participants 

suggested as does the literature that boys operate differently online to this cohort of girls. The 

girls’ language suggests boys play a role in further propagating the narrow-gendered 

positioning of the girls with references to terms like ‘fuck boy’ and boys calling for nudes. 

There is some literature that does explore the dominant discourse of male masculinity online 

and double standard online (Renold & Ringrose, 2011; Ringrose & Harvey, 2015). An area 
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for future study would be understanding the role boys play in propagating female gender 

discourse, additionally exploring the differences in teenage boys’ self-presentation and 

identify experimentation online from the boy’s perspective.  

Dissatisfaction with the self, pertaining to mental health issues: anxiety, body image 

and eating disorders. This cohort of girls talked tentatively about self-evaluation and 

comparison online and their own desire to achieve certain beauty standards, specifically 

wanting to be pretty and perfect when posting to Instagram, expressing a desire to conform to 

the discourse of certain beauty standards and being ‘pretty’. The research did not explore the 

consequences of an unhealthy dominant discourses related to beauty standard and 

sexualisation of girls when operating online. Several of the girls alluded to self-esteem issues, 

body image concerns and often not feeling good about themselves because of social media. 

The girls alluded to a degree of internal conflict and stress associated with their self-

presentation online. Future research into mental health outcomes linked to an obligation to 

adhere to dominant beauty standard would be valuable. 

6.5 Potential Application of the Findings 

Social constructionist research is not designed to generate simple solutions to what it 

reveals as complex problems. The findings of this research are such that the girls’ language 

illustrates how neoliberal capitalist ideology propagates a dissatisfaction of the self and a 

focus on the individual. Implementing solutions such as limiting online usage, systems 

modification, regulating minimum age or modifying value attributes such as followers and 

likes, are all individualising, transferring responsibility back to the individual to self-regulate. 

Should the individual fail to adhere to these changes, modifications, and regulations then they 

are to blame and have failed in their own ability to constrain and control themselves. There is 

therefore risk in taking an individualising approach to complex problems, where the proposed 

solution further reinforces the “institutional to individual” model. The current minimum age 

requirement for social media platforms for example is 13 years and is clearly not working 

with many using platforms underage (eSafetyCommissioner, 2021). The girls interviewed 

were aware of existing restrictions but were often finding ways to work around them. For 

example, Instagram has made system changes to stop displaying the number of likes as a 

numeric display, however the girls in the research talked of still being able to check their 

likes and view other people’s likes. Changes to system design do not appear to make a 

significant impact on the girls cycle of aspiration, dissatisfaction, and self-improvement. 

Based upon the research findings which illustrated the sphere of institutional power, it would 
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be naïve of me to limit the application of the research to narrow system solutions or parents’ 

restricting their daughter’s online usage.  

The application of these finding needs to provide the individual with some power via 

knowledge of the system designs and education pertaining to the sphere of institutional power 

that exists. This should particularly involve explaining neoliberal ideology, in order to 

generate agency and choice at the individual level rather than the restraint and control 

currently expressed by the girls. The impact of this work could be the ability to influence real 

change and awareness for teenage girls in a collaborative way that provides opportunity to 

give teenage girls a voice in a space that is aware of the institutional power structures. This 

could provide space for girls to review and critique their usage, acknowledging that they are 

aware of the unspoken rules, providing them the opportunity to question the rules and 

potentially envisage operating in a different manner online. It could additionally provide 

space for collaboration in problem solving attempts to transfer some agency and choice to the 

teenagers, agency that is clearly absent in the current research on how they operate on social 

media. This research provides space for a different type of discussion to occur amongst 

educators, parents, psychologist, and young people, acknowledging that they feel obligation 

and expectation to self-present in a certain way. This provides a model for educators and 

parents to think differently, to have different conversations and have a degree of 

understanding of what the girls are experiencing daily and that their current choices are 

ladened with conformity, constraint, and obligation. The services and groups working with 

young people should be working together, educating via knowledge and problem solving an 

approach to breaking down the hold dominant discourses and institutional power have on 

teenage girls. These educational strategies should however, take into account the contextual 

limitations that exist for individuals when engaging with media. The teenage girls who took 

part in this research were often aware of the unrealistic beauty standards and the influence of 

neoliberalism and consumerism: awareness is not a protector against the wide-reaching 

effects. These contexts need to be considered and taken into account in the implementation of 

such strategies and should be simultaneously explored. 

Parent Groups: Based upon my own interaction with parents as a psychologist and as a 

parent of teenagers, I often get asked for advice on how they should approach their teens’ 

social media usage. Parents appear to be looking for answers and may lack the knowledge 

pertaining to what their daughters are actually doing online. Additionally, parents have fears, 
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often fuelled by media coverage of online bullying, grooming and other insidious aspects that 

are potentially harmful for their daughters. This level of fear and uncertainty combined with 

limited knowledge can lead parents to adopt a protective approach or a controlling approach, 

which has the potential to further constrain and control teenage girls and limit their choice, 

agency, and identity exploration. Based upon the findings bullying and grooming did not 

appear to be impacting this group of girls (although they may not have revealed and these are 

clearly significant problems), what was influencing them was the institutional powers which I 

would argue are more challenging to make tangible and articulate to parents. Education and 

knowledge are going to be the key to shifting parents’ perception and providing them with 

knowledge to help them navigate their daughter and perhaps their own online usage. 

This research provides parents a window into how this cohort of girls use social media, 

highlighting the insecurities and fears they are experiencing and how susceptible they are to 

neoliberal power structures. For parents a level of transparency into their teenage girl’s social 

media usage can help them facilitate deeper and richer discussions around social media usage 

beyond what they post and how long they spend of the device. The research provides parents 

with some insight into how much time and labour their teenage girls spend on social media 

and perhaps a level of understanding into the performative nature of their posting, specifically 

the high degree of conformity occurring. Parents that are more informed on their daughter’s 

usage of social media are well position to encourage and promote identity exploration and 

perhaps provide space for dialogue that challenges the dominant discourses, freeing the girls 

from the existing constraint and conformity. 

Educators and those working with teenagers. It is often assumed that those positioned 

to help teenage girls have a deep understanding of how girls use social media. The level of 

conformity, dissatisfaction and narrow subject positioning constructed by this cohort of girls 

provides insight into a level of understanding that based upon my knowledge is currently 

absent from education programs at least within New South Wales where I am familiar. 

Within the school systems and often with parents the focus is again upon usage and personal 

constraint. These particularly involve rules around hours of usage, advice around not posting 

images that might impact future employment and risk management around bullying and 

exposure to sexual predators. Essentially the approach often appears to be to educate 

teenagers on risks online and to encourage control and constraint around images and content 

being posted and shared combined with guidelines on optimal time of usage. This approach 
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reproduces the blaming and ineffective individualised and neoliberal discourses found in this 

research: it may only add to the level of dissatisfaction that the girls experience. This suggests 

that approaches from policy makers and educators would benefit from being collaborative, 

based on information sharing and providing opportunities for our young people to have some 

agency and choice from a position of being informed.   

Psychology and therapeutic practice. Psychology is designed at the individual level, 

focused upon individuals taking action, often ignoring the institutional and ideological power 

structures at play (Sugarman, 2015). Shining a lens and illuminating the sphere of 

institutional power and the influence on the individual, has value and provides a different 

perspective which is useful in therapeutic practice. The dominant therapeutic approaches such 

as cognitive behavioural therapy focus upon training psychologists to work with an individual 

to get them to reframe their thinking, take agency and do things differently (Sugarman, 

2015). Research that reminds us of the socially constructed world we live in can help 

psychologists take a more considered approach in their work. As a psychologist, I am 

constantly working with teenagers (and adults) to help them manage feelings of 

dissatisfaction, perceived inadequacies, and core beliefs of worthlessness. Being able to 

provide a social constructionist view on how our lived experiences are influenced, shines an 

awareness on neoliberal ideology and dominant discourses, not as facts rather ideals that 

influence our self-perception. This perspective provides a degree of agency and choice rather 

than individuals often feeling trapped by their own level of dissatisfaction in a system that 

further entrenches their individual failings. 

Next steps. The focus on application of these findings is centred in consciousness raising. 

These are complex issues with no simple fix: opting out of social media is not an option and 

there are many positive aspects of social media. Discussing complexity and grounding an 

approach to moving forward in concrete actions to educate people and understand 

implications is key. Suggested next steps are not action orientated interventions, rather 

interventions for potential change. Parents and Educators need to understand the tools and 

applications the girls are using and how the girls are using them. As discussed, parents and 

educators often focus on significant fears pertaining to young people such as bullies, posting 

nudes and paedophiles, where the extremes make the news and are designed to shock and 

scare. While these are certainly serious, the issues this research highlight in the girl’s usage of 

social media are perhaps more insidious, inbuilt systematic issues that are potentially also 
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very harmful, and parents and those working with teenage girls need to be aware of all the 

effects of social media both for the girl’s usage and also their own usage. The aim for this 

research going forward will be the development of an Intervention plan, including 

comprehensive educational material targeting parents, educators and mental health care 

workers working with teenage girls. The material will be multi-faceted to ensure 

dissemination to multiple audiences via various mediums including digital media, conference 

presentation, school presentations, media briefs and educational guides.   

6.6 Conclusion 

This research is important in that it promotes awareness and provides a voice to challenge 

dominant cultural ideals, providing space for discussion, debate, collaboration, and alternate 

approaches. The teenage girls participating in this research constructed an environment with 

limited identity experimentation, engaging in performances of both constraint and 

conformity, whereby the girls were surveilling others and themselves and self-regulating to 

ensure compliance with dominant discourses. The girl’s conformity was not absent of internal 

conflict: the cycle of aspiration, dissatisfaction and self-improvement fuelled by being good 

neoliberal subjects kept them engaged and participating online. The girls’ conformity and 

constraint appeared to silence identity experimentation and space for dominant discourses 

and neoliberal ideology to be challenged. Research such as this has a broader application for 

teenage girls, not only in education of the sphere of institutional power but raising awareness 

to challenge the perception that we are living in a postfeminist culture. Drawing an awareness 

on the notion that there is still more work to be done structurally rather than at an individual 

level. 
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Appendix A: Participant Summary Table 

 

Amy Public coEd 17 Lives inner city Sydney, Educated parents, 

Anglo/Australian Heritage

100

Betty Public coEd 14 Lives Inner City Sydney, Educated Parents, 

Anglo/Australian Heritage

600

Caroline Public coEd 14 Lives suburban Sydney, Educated parents, 

Canadian/Australian Heritage

300

Amelia Public coEd 14 Lives Inner City Sydney, Educated Parents, Sri 

Lankan/English Heritage 

300

Erin Public coEd 14 Lives Inner City Sydney, Educated Parents, 

Anglo/Australian Heritage 

250

Fran Public coEd 14 Lives Inner City Sydney, Educated Parents, 

Anglo/Australian Heritage 

300

Harriet Catholic girls 13 Lives suburban Sydney, non-educated 

parents, blue collar workers, Anglo/Australian 

Heritage

3000

Immy Catholic girls 16 Lives suburban Sydney, non-educated 

parents, blue collar workers, Anglo/Australian 

Heritage

2500

Maggie Private CoEd 16 Lives Inner City Sydney, Educated parents, 

French/Sth African Indian Heritage

1800

Naomi Catholic girls 14 Lives suburban Sydney, Educated Parents, 

Anglo/Australian Heritage

600

Opal Public 

CoEd/Selective

14 Lives Suburban Sydney, Educated Parents, 

Anglo/Australian Heritage

400

Poppy Public Girls 16 Regional NSW, non-educated parents, 

Anglo/Australian Heritage

150

Stella Catholic girls 15 Lives Suburban Sydney, Educated Parents, 

Anglo/Australian Heritage 

1050

Taylor Catholic girls 15 Lives Inner City Sydney, Educated parents, 

Anglo/Australian Heritage

800

Angela Catholic girls 13 Lives Suburban Sydney, non-Educated 

Parents, Lebanese Heritage 

1000

Belinda Public Girls 16 Lives Suburban Sydney, non-Educated 

Parents, Anglo/Australian Heritage

600

Ava Public Girls 16 Lives Suburban Sydney, Educated Parents, 

Anglo/Australian Heritage

300

Sophia Public Girls 17 Lives inner city Sydney, Educated Parents, 

Anglo/Australian Heritage

660

Zara Private girls 14 Lives inner city Sydney, Educated Parents, 

Anglo/Australian Heritage

1300

Amanda Public Girls 15 Lives inner city Sydney, Educated Parents, 

Anglo/Australian Heritage

1500

Yvette Public code 15 Lives Suburban Sydney, Educated Parents, 

Lebanese Heritage 

800

Courtney Private CoEd 15 Lives Suburban Sydney, Educated Parents, 

Cyprian Heritage 

1500

Emily Private CoEd 15 Lives Suburban Sydney, Educated Parents, 

Anglo/Australian Heritage

1500

Nicole Catholic girls 14 Lives Suburban Sydney, Educated Parents, 

Irish/Australian Heritage 

800

Instagram 

Follower #
Pseudonym Type of School Age Demographics
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Appendix B: Information Statement and Consent Form 

 

 

 FACULTY OF BUSINESS, JUSTICE 
AND BEHAVIOURAL SCIENCES 

SCHOOL OF PSYCHOLOGY 
 
Bathurst Campus: 

Building 1400, Panorama Avenue 
Bathurst  NSW  2795 
 

Wagga Wagga Campus: 
Locked Bag 588 
Wagga Wagga  NSW  2678 

 

 

 

Information Statement 

 

PROJECT TITLE:  “I want to be just like you”: How does teenage girls’ engagement with Social 

Media impact upon constructions of identity 

 

Chief Investigator:     Supervisor:  

Mrs Christina Farrell         Dr Rachael Fox  Prof Lisa Given  

Doctoral Candidate    School of Psychology  Ass Dean Research & Development 

School of Psychology   Charles Sturt University Faculty of Health, Arts and Design 

E: likemegeneration@gmail.com Wagga Wagga, Australia Swinburne University of Technology 

     P: (02) 6933 2840  (03) 9214 5611 

     E: rfox@csu.edu.au  lisagiven@swin.edu.au 

                      

You are invited to participate in a research study investigating how teenage girls interact on social media 

with a focus on how they present themselves online and how that relates to their view of their own 

identity.  

 

Who are we looking to include? 

We are looking to include teenage girls aged between 13 and 17 years. They should be active users of 

social networking sites such as Facebook, Snap Chat and Instagram. 

So that the study avoids causing harm for people taking part, we cannot include anyone with a cognitive 

(mental processes) impairment; a severe mental illness that would preclude them participating; and anyone 

who is not fluent in English.   

 

Participation takes about an hour and involves answering questions about online social network use. 

During the session, we will talk about your online activity, how you use social media, and talk about things 

like how and when you post online. This may involve using a computer to logon to your social network 

accounts and walking through some examples of your recent online activity. Alternatively, you could 

provide screenshot examples of your online posting, whichever way you feel comfortable providing. If you 

would prefer not to show images from your own account that is also fine, they can be verbally discussed 

instead. There will be no accessing or recording of account activity outside the interview. Questions will 

focus on how you use social media. You don’t have to answer any questions you don’t want to or talk about 

any topics you are uncomfortable with. 

 

Participation is voluntary. There is a $20 thank you gift voucher for participating in the study. You don’t 

have to take part and there are no negative effects of not taking part. We can do the interview at your home, 

or in a quiet, private public setting – whichever you and your parents feel most comfortable about.  Please 

note that the researcher is a provisionally registered psychologist (Registration number Psy2164721) and 

has a current working with children’s check (NSW: WWC0283944V) 

 

The interview will be audio recorded and typed word for word into a transcript. Nothing about your online 

accounts, including your username and profile will be recorded or kept.  The interview will not be seen by 

anyone else except the researcher who interviewed you, her supervisors, and two examiners who will be 

totally detached from the project and won’t know anything about you. All names and information that could 

identify you will be changed, and only small parts of the interview will be included in my Doctoral Thesis 
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FACULTY OF BUSINESS, JUSTICE 
AND BEHAVIOURAL SCIENCES 

SCHOOL OF PSYCHOLOGY 
 
Bathurst Campus: 

Building 1400, Panorama Avenue 
Bathurst  NSW  2795 
 

Wagga Wagga Campus: 
Locked Bag 588 
Wagga Wagga  NSW  2678 

 

 

 

Consent Form 

 

PROJECT TITLE: “I want to be just like you”: How does teenage girls’ engagement with Social Media 

impact upon constructions of identity 

 

Chief Investigator:      Supervisor:  

Mrs Christina Farrell           Dr Rachael Fox 

BSocSci Hons Candidate     School of Psychology 

School of Psychology     Charles Sturt University 

E: likemegeneration@gmail.com    Wagga Wagga, NSW, Australia 

       P: (02) 6933 2840 

       E: rfox@csu.edu.au 

  

Please read and consider the following statements carefully before signing this consent form and 

participating in the research.  

1. The purpose of the research has been explained to me and I have read and understood the information 

statement given to me. I have had the opportunity to ask questions about the research. The (potential) 

discomfort/risks associated with the research have been discussed with me.  

2. I understand that I do not have to answer any questions I do not want to and that I am free to withdraw 

from the research up until 30days from the date of my interview and, if I do, there will be no negative 

consequences for me.    

3. I understand that any information or personal details about me gathered in the course of this research are 

confidential. I understand that neither my name nor any identifying information will be used in any 

reporting of the research.  

4. I understand that the outcome of the project will be disseminated via a thesis (research report) and 

potential publications and conference papers and possibly form part of future academic research conducted 

on the same topic area. Should I or my parents want to read the dissertation summary a copy will be 

supplied upon request. Requests can be made via email to the researcher Christina Farrell. 

5. I understand that the interview will be audio-recorded and that the resulting data will be non-identifiable 

and kept for a minimum of 5 years in a secure location.   

6. I understand that my online accounts may be accessed and discussed during the interview however, there 

will be no accessing or recording of account activity outside the interview. 

7. The Charles Sturt University’s Human Research Ethics Committee has approved this project. If you have 

any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this project, you may contact the Committee on 

(02) 6933 4213 or ethics@csu.edu.au. Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated 

fully, and you will be informed of the outcome. 
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I agree to take part in the research:  

  

Participants Name:  .........................................................  

  

  

Signature: ..........................................................  

  

Date:  ...................  

  

  

 

Parents/Guardian Name:    Parents/Guardian Name:   

 

..................................................  ......................................................... 

 

Signature: .....................................................  Signature: ........................................................ 

 

  

Date:  ...................      Date:  ................... 

 

 

Note: To be signed by participant and their legal guardian (this may be both parents or one parent or legal 

guardian.) 
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Appendix C: Interview Schedule:  

Note: The interview schedule is a guideline only, not intended to be used verbatim. 

Capture Basic Demographic Information 

- Suburb you live in/school you go to? 

- Family situation (nuclear family, blended, single mother, etc.)? 

- What do you parents do, did they go to university, finish school? 

- What is your ethnic and cultural background? 

 

Themes Topics to explore 

Usage How do you use social media? 

- What social media accounts do you use? 

-  Frequency of use and activities (checking, posting, liking, commenting) 

- Do you use one site/app more than others? Why? 

- Number of hours a day? 

 How long have you had the accounts? 

- How old were you when you signed up? 

- Are you aware of the 13-year age minimum—what do you think about 

13 years as the minimum? 

Content—how 

do you use 

social media 

What do you do on social media? What is it used for? 

- Can you show me your social media accounts to demonstrate how you 

use social networking service (SNS)? Ask to view their own account 

content to prompt/guide discussion. 

- What sort of things do you post? Ask about if different based on different 

site Insta/Snapchat and different accounts—get sense of their level of 

disclosure and self-presentation. 

- In what ways are your posts similar or different to your friends’? 

- Do you plan what you are going to post or are they spontaneous? 

- Do you take and post “selfies”—what do you think of selfies? 

 Who do you follow and who follows you? 

- What role models are important to you and why? 

- What is it that you like to see on SNSs, learn, experience that is 

important to you? 

- How does this compare to what your friends/peers follow? 

- How do Celebrities influence what you and your friends watch and post? 

Rules What are the unspoken rules for what you should post? 

- What’s popular? 

- What is socially accepted by your friends? 
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- What type of things would you want to post but you choose not to, or 

post and then delete? Why? 

Do your parents have rules for your social media usage—what are they, 

what do you think of them? 

Feedback 

(impression 

management) 

What type of feedback do you get from your friends to your posts (look at 

examples)? 

- How does that make you feel? Does it affect you at all? How? 

- Do you change your posts based on feedback? 

- Do you think feedback impacts what you post in the future? In what 

way? 

- How has your posting changed over time—in what way and why do you 

think? 

 What do you do when you don’t get any likes or responses? 

- In what ways do you change, modify, delete post  

- Does that effect how you feel about yourself? 

Social 

comparison 

Do you spend time looking at other people’s accounts—whose? 

Do other people’s postings influence you—which people and how? 

Whose account do you regularly check/look at … why? 

Do you compare yourself to how others post on SNS – what is it that you 

focus on? 

Do you think that peoples’ posts are reflective of reality? (e.g., is it how 

they really look, feel, act?)  

Does looking at other people’s posts affect the way you think and feel about 

yourself? In what way? 

Archetypes on 

SNS 

Are you aware of the terms e-boys, soft girls, VISCO girls? 

What do you think about these labels? 

Do you think you fit a specific label online?—explain/describe 

Do you think people play a role online based upon these labels? 

Instagram 

stopped 

showing # of 

likes 

Do you think that has this changed your approach or posting behaviours? 

Pros and cons 

 

What do you like about SNS? 

What are the good things about being on social media? 

What don’t you like about SNS? 

What are the not so good things about social media? 

Self-identity 

and image 

Is the image you portray of yourself on social media the real you, who you 

want to be, or someone else? 
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How would you describe your online identity/personality? Does this differ 

from how you are at home, school, etc.? Has this changed recently (since 

being on social media)? 

Are you different in different settings? 

Is the online you all of you—what do you keep back? 

Are there aspects of you that you don’t share/post on social media? Why? 

Traditional 

gender 

reinforcement—

testing idea of 

conformity and 

consumerism 

Do you think boys and girls use social media differently? How so? 

Do boys and girls get treated the same on SNS? 

- How does social media effect your views of beauty, popularity, self-

esteem and what’s cool? 

- Does its influence what you buy and how you dress 

- Do you think SNS allows girls to be different and challenge or is 

everyone the same – in what way? 

 

Public v private What does public and private mean to you? 

- Do you think about what you post now effecting your future?  

- In what ways (embarrassment, jobs, image, self-reflection/learning, etc.) 

- In what ways to you worry about what you post  

- Have your posted content and then worried about how others interpret 

it—what happened? (example) 

Nonusers What do you think about teenagers who are not on SNS? 

Change What would you change about SNS tools and how you use them if you 

could? 

 

 


