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This  master’s  thesis  studies  visual  self-presentation  and  impression  management  on  social  media.  The 
 main research question is how social media users present themselves in their profile pictures to manage 
 the impressions others get from them. The other research question is to find out how these visual self-
 presentations  differ  between  different  social  media  platforms,  if  we  have  different  roles  on  different 
 platforms, and why we may have different roles. 


The data for this research consists of Facebook, Instagram and LinkedIn profile pictures and answers to 
 open-ended  questions.  The  data  was  acquired  via  online  questionnaire  and  consists  of  31  responses. 


Qualitative content analysis is the analysing method used in interpreting the data. For the visual content 
 analysis, Kress and van Leeuwen’s theory of visual grammar  has been adapted to suit interpreting and 
 categorising  social  media  profile  pictures.  Visual  grammar  can  be  used  to  determine  the  means  of 
 generating  a  visual  impression  for  the  viewers. Goffman’s  dramaturgical  theory  about  context-specific 
 roles supports the interpretation of the meanings participants give to their pictures and the reasons for 
 choosing them. 


The results of this thesis are similar to previous research and show that social media users are quite aware 
 of their self-presentation on social media and have conscious desires for their impressions. Most common 
 reasons  for  choosing  pictures  were  attractivity,  authenticity,  showing  personality  and  showing  good 
 memories and positive emotions. For some, it was important to remain unrecognizable to protect their 
 privacy. LinkedIn differed from Facebook and Instagram significantly both on the visual analysis and the 
 analysis of textual answers. LinkedIn was considered to be more official than the other two platforms, 
 requiring  a  controlled professional  self-presentation.  Facebook  was  often  described  as  an old  platform 
 where self-presentation was not considered as important, as the communicative features of the platform. 


Out of the platforms, Instagram was used for creative self-presentation most often. 



(4)Yhteiskuntatieteiden laitos 
 Sosiaalipsykologia 


MÄKINEN, RONJA: Everything I Post Is Carefully Selected – Visual Self-Presentation and Impression 
 Management on Social Media 


Pro gradu -tutkielma, 82 sivua, 3 liitettä 
 Joulukuu 2021 


Avainsanat: sosiaalinen media, vaikutelman hallinta, minuuden esittäminen, visuaalinen analyysi 


Tämä  pro  gradu  -tutkielma  tutkii  visuaalista  minuuden  esittämistä  (self-presentation)  ja 
 vaikutelmanhallintaa  (impression  management)  sosiaalisessa  mediassa.  Tutkimuksen  tarkoituksena  on 
 selvittää  millä  visuaalisilla  keinoilla  sosiaalisen  median  käyttäjät  pyrkivät  hallitsemaan  sitä,  millaisen 
 vaikutelman muut ihmiset muodostavat käyttäjästä. Toisekseen tutkimus selvittää sitä, miten visuaalinen 
 minuuden  esittäminen  eroaa  eri  sosiaalisen  median  alustojen  välillä  eli  onko  meillä  erilaisia  rooleja  eri 
 alustoilla ja miksi niitä mahdollisesti on. 


Tämän  tutkielman  aineisto  koostuu  Facebookissa,  Instagramissa  ja  LinkedInissä  jaetuista  profiilikuvista 
 sekä  vastauksista  avoimiin  kysymyksiin.  Aineisto  kerättiin  verkkokyselylomakkeella  ja  se  koostuu  31 
 vastauksesta.  Analyysimetodina  toimii  laadullinen  sisällönanalyysi.  Visuaalisen  analyysin  pohjana  on 
 käytetty  Kressin  ja  van  Leeuwenin  visuaalisen  kieliopin  teoriaa,  jota  on  muokattu  tähän  aineistoon  ja 
 tutkimukseen  sopivaksi.  Visuaalisen  kieliopin  avulla  voidaan  eritellä  keinoja,  joilla  pyritään  luomaan 
 kuvasta  tietty  mielikuva  sen  katsojille.  Goffmanin  dramaturginen  teoria  erittelee  kontekstisidonnaisia 
 rooleja ja tukee tekstivastausten analyysia, jossa selvitetään osallistujien omille profiilikuvilleen antamia 
 merkityksiä ja syitä kuvien valitsemiseen. 


Tutkimustulokset ovat samankaltaisia kuin aiempi tutkimus ja osoittavat, että sosiaalisen median käyttäjät 
 ovat melko tietoisia siitä, miten he esiintyvät sosiaalisessa mediassa. Käyttäjillä on harkittuja menetelmiä 
 vaikutelman  hallintaan.  Yleisimmät  syyt  kuvien  valintaan  olivat  kuvan  viehättävyys,  aitous, 
 persoonallisuuden  näyttäminen,  hyvien  muistojen  näyttäminen  sekä  positiiviset  tunteet.  Toisille  oli 
 tärkeää  säilyä  tunnistamattomana  suojellakseen  yksityisyyttään.  LinkedIn  erosi  Facebookista  ja 
 Instagramista  huomattavasti  sekä  visuaalisessa  analyysissä,  että  tekstivastausten  analyysissä.  LinkedIn 
 koettiin virallisemmaksi kuin kaksi muuta alustaa. Facebookia kuvailtiin usein vanhaksi sosiaalisen median 
 alustaksi,  jossa  kommunikatiiviset  ominaisuudet  koettiin  tärkeämmäksi  kuin  vaikutelman  hallinta. 


Alustoista Instagramia käytettiin useimmin luovaan ja persoonalliseen esiintymiseen.  
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(7)1 INTRODUCTION 


In the world of social media, the year 2020 kicked off with a challenge, a meme, started by Dolly Parton, 
 in  which  social  media  users  shared  a  collage  of  four  profile  pictures:  one  from  LinkedIn,  one  from 
 Facebook, one from Instagram and one from Tinder. These pictures were often caricatures of the person 
 participating in the challenge, showing what parts of themselves they would highlight for different social 
 media  platforms.  To  generalize,  on  Facebook  people  would  generally  show  themselves  with  family  or 
 friends, on Instagram in aesthetic, artistic and fashionable pictures, on LinkedIn dressed formally and on 
 Tinder highlighting their attractive features. The pictures chosen for the challenge may not have been the 
 actual profile pictures the social media users had on their profiles, but funny and fitting pictures chosen 
 for  the  challenge.  Nevertheless,  it  did  become  a  widely  popular  challenge  where  people  had  the 
 opportunity  to  do  some  introspection  about  the  different  sides  of  themselves  and  how  they  present 
 themselves on social media. Social psychologically, this raises multiple interesting questions about how 
 people portray themselves in different situations, in this case in the social media context. 


Social media researchers and students on multiple fields, myself included, have been interested in self-
presentation on social media well before the viral meme. The purpose of this master’s thesis is to find out 
how social media users present themselves and how they manage the impressions others have of them 
on different social media platforms. The key terms used here are self-presentation, how people portray 
themselves for their audiences, and impression management, the actions people take to persuade their 
audiences  to  form  a  specific  image  of  themselves  (Shulman  2016,  9).  Goffman  (1959)  created  a 
dramaturgical role theory, according to which people present themselves differently in front of different 
audiences. Different social media platforms have different purposes and audiences. Social media users 
have different goals for their self-presentation between the different platforms. The data of this thesis 
consists  of  Facebook,  Instagram,  and  LinkedIn  profile  pictures,  as  well  as  textual  data  of  the  research 
participants’ own reflections about the subject.  



(8)1.1 Self-presentation on social media as social psychological research subject 


The social psychological contribution of this research is to enlighten the social act of self-presentation in 
 the complex new world of sociality – social media. Social media, by definition, is inherently social. A lot of 
 the rules of “real life” apply to social media, but social acts must be adapted to the different environment 
 and to the new “laws” of social media.  Social media is a very timely research subject.  It is a very new 
 concept in human history and despite a lot of research already conducted on the field, there is still much 
 to discover. Social media changes rapidly, which makes the research  somewhat difficult and requires a 
 constant  need  for  updated  information.  While  the  way  certain  social  media  platforms  are  used  varies 
 across time, the prevalence of profile pictures is constant and stable. For this reason, and because the 
 tools and goals of self-presentation (such as appearing favourable) have been consistent, I believe that 
 this research can withhold time. New social media platforms arise, and old ones may lose popularity, but 
 by 2021 Facebook, Instagram and LinkedIn have proven to be widely used, despite the changes in the way 
 they are used.  


People  spend  more  and  more  time  online  and  dependence  on  technology  has  become  common. 


Smartphones are being checked constantly whether there is an indication of a message or not, at any time, 
 in  any  company,  and  any  place.  (Shulman  2016,  224 –  225.)  Selecting  profile  pictures  for  social  media 
 platforms has become a common task. Online, first impressions are formed from people’s profile pictures. 


Choosing the right picture can have impact on decisions such as whom to befriend, hire or date. Social 
 media is increasingly used for important events in our lives, for example for searching jobs and romantic 
 partners. Profile pictures function as a bridge between our online and offline selves. People make quick 
 judgements about others’ characteristics based on images. People tailor their self-presentation based on 
 the  context;  self-portrayal  on  dating  sites  is  different  from  professional  networking  sites.  (White, 
 Sutherland & Burton 2017, 1.)  


Facebook was founded in 2004 by Mark Zuckerberg and in 2012 Facebook bought Instagram. In November 
 2021 Facebook has 2.8 billion users and in 2020 it had $85.9 billion revenue, making it the largest social 
 media  platform.  At  the  time  of  this  research,  Instagram  has  1.4  billion  users  and  LinkedIn  690  million. 


(Facebook  Company  Info  2021;  Iqbal  2021a;  Iqbal  2021b;  Iqbal  2021c.) LinkedIn  is  the  world’s  largest 



(9)online  professional  networking  platform.  It  was  originally  founded  to  connect  professionals  with  each 
 other and to work as a platform for companies and agencies to advertise and recruit. (Petroni 2018, 254.) 
 While Facebook and Instagram are heavily photo-oriented and a lot of other pictures besides the profile 
 pictures are being shared, pictures on LinkedIn are mostly profile pictures of the users and the platform is 
 mostly focused on textual communication.  


According to Nadkarni and Hofmann (2012), people use Facebook based for two social needs: the need to 
 belong and the need for self-presentation. Vilnai-Yavetz & Tifferet (2015) propose the need to add a third 
 motivation for using Facebook: the need for self-expression. They also emphasize that different people 
 have different motivations for Facebook image management and that the way people use visual elements 
 to achieve their goals differ from each other. Overall, their research draws a direct line between social 
 media impression management and visual cues in profile pictures, which is what this thesis also attempts 
 to analyse. 


Nadkarni and Hofmann (2012) also suggest that cultural and sociodemographic factors play a role in the 
 usage  of  Facebook  and  the  effect  of  social  spheres  in  self-presentation  is  considered  in  this  thesis. 


Essentially, all these reasons to use Facebook (and other social media platforms) and the socio-cultural 
 contexts are intertwined and shape the way we present ourselves on social media. This master’s thesis 
 was written in Finland and inevitably the western culture affects the data gathered for this thesis and the 
 analysis of it.  


It is in the interest of social media platforms for people to have one authentic identity. That way they can 
gather  as  much  personal  information  and  behavioural  data  as  possible  and  use  it  for  their  and  their 
advertisers’  advance.  However,  many  social  media  users  want  to  make  a  distinction  between  their 
(various) online selves and offline selves. This is especially the case for distinguishing between professional 
work persona and how one presents in front of friends. Social media platforms have changed throughout 
the years and so has the way users present themselves on these platforms. For example, Facebook was 
first mainly used for self-expression and connecting with friends. Later, users have become more aware of 
how to present and promote self online. Changes in the platforms have also required users to learn how 
to control their audience through privacy settings. (Van Dijck 2013b, 200) 



(10)While social media is a popular research topic in multiple ways, surprisingly little focus is put to the pictures 
 on social media platforms, much less on those of non-celebrities and non-advertisement pictures. Most of 
 the social media research is about Twitter and Facebook and that of Facebook is often focused on textual 
 content. Research about profile pictures does exist and has gained more attention in the recent years. 


However, they usually focus on couple of pictures of an individual on a single platform and the data is 
 often gathered from adolescents and college students. Differences between profile pictures social media 
 platforms  have  focused  on  Facebook  and  LinkedIn.  Much  of  the  research  about  Instagram  focuses  on 
 pictures, as it is the main content on the platform, but it is usually focused on appearance, body image 
 and social comparison. Less emphasis is put on the users’ analysis of their own pictures and their reasoning 
 for choosing specific pictures. General comparisons between three or more platforms are very rare and 
 comparisons of different social media platform profile pictures has not, to my knowledge, been conducted. 


The lack of this specific type of research caught my interest and I wish to contribute to making it.  


I decided to investigate profile pictures with the expectation that they would best capture and summarize 
 how users wanted to portray themselves on a specific platform. Profile picture is usually the first and most 
 important picture seen on the user’s profile, and they are presumably chosen because they best represent 
 the user and the image they wish to uphold. For someone who does not know the person beforehand, 
 their profile picture gives the viewer first impression (Goffman 1959). Ivcevic and Ambady (2012) note in 
 their  research,  that  people  indeed  rely  most  heavily  on  social  media  photos  (in  comparison  to  textual 
 information) when observing the personality impressions of social media users.  


Erving Goffman’s dramaturgical theory is used as a theoretical basis for this thesis, as it has often been 
 used in social psychological social media research. Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical theory, which portrays 
 people as actors playing different roles in different situations,  describes the world of social media well. 


People  may  want  to  show  different  sides  of  self  on  different  social  media  platforms  according  to  the 
platform’s purpose. Goffman’s dramaturgical theory has been brought to 21st century by many and among 
others,  David Shulman’s  (2016) book  “The Presentation of  Self  in  Contemporary  Social  Life” is used  to 
adapt Goffman’s theory to better suit social media research. Suvi Uski (2015), who also bases her work on 
Goffman’s theory, uses the term profile work in her dissertation, to describe the process of maintaining a 



(11)social media profile and the strategic self-presentation on social media. Strategic self-presentation is a key 
 to understanding impression management on social media. 


There has been significant interest in using visual materials in social sciences in past years and it has been 
 suggested to be the result of the importance of visuality in contemporary societies. There is a sense of 


‘hyper-visuality’ in contemporary life and this ‘visual culture’ has been an interest in academics. Visual 
 research methods use visual materials in multiple ways to explore the research questions. (Rose 2014, 25 
 – 26.) This thesis does not only use visual data and analyse it but also asks the participants to analyse their 
 own pictures. This allows the results to go deeper than only the researcher interpreting the pictures would 
 have. The visual analysis in this thesis is based on Kress and van Leeuwen’s visual semiotics. 


As boyd (2008, 122) writes, “the process of self-presentation and impression management are intricately 
 entwined  with  the  concept  of  “identity”.  Defining  identity  has  been  a  topic  of  debate  among  (social) 
 scientists for a long time. Even though the research question of this thesis is clearly entwined with the 
 term “identity”, for clarity reasons it is not used here. The chosen terms, self-presentation, and impression 
 management, fit best my intentions of researching how people to choose to portray themselves on social 
 media.  Those  terms  are  also  used  by  Goffman  and  Kress  and  van  Leeuwen,  making  this  thesis  more 
 coherent with the theory bases. 


It is important to note here, that while my data consists of individual people’s profile pictures and textual 
answers to  why they chose specific pictures, this master’s thesis does not focus so much on individual 
experiences, but the social phenomena. As I will present later, self-presentation on social media is not an 
isolated act, but a strongly dependent on social and cultural context, expectations, and norms. Identity as 
a term generally refers more to the individual’s experience about themselves and who they want to be at 
the core of the self . This thesis inspects the selves people consciously present to others, rather the self 
people believe to be or wish to be. Viewing this topic from a societal perspective and as a group-behavior 
is  what  makes  this  thesis  social  psychological,  in  comparison  to  neighboring  fields  like  sociology  and 
psychology. 



(12)1.2 Research questions 


The aim of this master’s thesis is to examine visual self-presentation and impression management on social 
 media. More specifically, I ask if, how and why people present themselves differently on different social 
 media platforms. The material of this thesis consists of profile pictures from Facebook,  Instagram, and 
 LinkedIn, as well as answers to open-ended questions about the reasons for choosing specific pictures.  


My  first  research  question  is  “how do  social  media  users  visually  present  themselves  in  their  profile 
 pictures to manage the impressions others get from them” and my second research question is “how do 
 these visual self-presentations differ between Facebook, Instagram and LinkedIn?”. These questions are 
 examined both via categorising and visually analysing the profile pictures as well as analysing open-ended 
 answers. Analysing both profile pictures and the respondents’ own answers support each other and give 
 a  more  accurate  representation  of  this  phenomena,  than  only  using  one  type  of  data  would.  It  allows 
 combining the visual cues and differences to be considered with the respondents' own experiences and 
 intendent  reasons  for  choosing  specific  profile  pictures.  With  these  questions,  this  thesis  attempts  to 
 determine the reasons for (possible) different self-presentations on different platforms. The other side of 
 these questions is, do people present themselves similarly on some or all platforms, in what ways and why.  


My first presumption is, that between the three platforms, Facebook and Instagram are most similar and 
that LinkedIn differs from the two significantly. I base this on the fact that the main purpose of LinkedIn 
profile is different from Facebook and Instagram. LinkedIn is used to maintain a professional profile, search 
jobs and for occupational networking, while the two latter platforms offer a space for more personal self-
presentation,  for  example  to  show  self  in  leisure  activities.  These  two  platforms  are  also,  opposite  to 
LinkedIn, used for communicating with friends and family. Secondly, I expect there to be some differences 
between  Facebook  and  Instagram,  where  Instagram  pictures  can  be  described  as  more  artistic  and 
attractivity-oriented than those on Facebook. Instagram is more photo-oriented than Facebook, making it 
reasonable to assume that more thought is put into taking and choosing Instagram profile pictures. I base 
these presumptions  on previous research  about  the  topic  (see  e.g.,  Nadkarni  &  Hoffmann  2012;  Ryan, 
Cruickshank, & Lawson 2020; Scolere, Pruchniewska & Duffy 2018; Van Dijck 2013b). My third preliminary 
assumption  is,  that  social  media  users  are  mostly  aware  of  the  impression  they  give  of  themselves  to 



(13)others  via  photos,  and  that  they  want  to  control  their  image.  Impression  management  and  self-
presentation  are  social  psychologically  widely  discussed  phenomena,  generally  accepted  as  a  part  of  a 
social human nature (see e.g. Goffman 1959).  



(14)2 GOFFMAN AND PERFORMING SELF 
   


For theoretical background, I have used Erving Goffman’s (1922–1982) role theory about self-presentation 
 and impression management. Goffman’s dramaturgical language is very fitting and is easily adapted for 
 social media research as has been done numerous times before. In this and the chapter, I will introduce 
 Goffman’s dramaturgical theory and it’s adaptations to 21st century. 


2.1 Goffman’s dramaturgical theory 


One of the biggest and most famous theories about roles, self-presentation and managing controlled self-
 image is Erving Goffman’s dramaturgical theory from his book “The presentation of self in everyday life”. 


He studied the human social life through theatrical and dramaturgical lens. According to Goffman, humans 
are actors in social life who desire to control the impressions others have of them. It is natural for people 
to seek information about others and in face-to-face interaction there are multiple cues about the other 
person.  The  social  context,  time  and  place  are  huge  factors  in  any  kind  of  social  event  and  the 
interpretation of other people’s acts. Goffman argues that some “real” or “true” attitudes can be found 
only in indirect and involuntary behaviours.  Other people’s evaluations of us are important for us, we are 
afraid of judgement and wish to acquire a good and respected social status. Social systems have their own 
social rules and frames for social interaction that guide the evaluation process. This evaluation is based on 
the performance of a performer. Goffman defines performance as “all the activity of a given participant on 
a given occasion which serves to influence in any way of the other participants”. Performance is an act, 
and it has audience, observers, and co-participants. An individual might dramaturgically highlight their act 
to make their message better understood for their audience. An interaction, or encounter, is any form of 
interaction  between  individuals  in each  other’s  continuous  presence, in  any  setting.  Pre-established 
patterns of action can be called a “part” or “routine”. Social relationships usually form when an individual 
plays the same part to the same audience on multiple occasions. (Goffman 1959, 1, 8 – 9, 19.)  Social media 
is a very different place of interaction, for it lacks a lot of important cues that can happen in face-to-face 



(15)interactions. It also provides a stage where controlling the impressions other have can be easier and more 
 strategic than in physical interactions, as will be discussed later.  


There are numerous ways in which an individual might want others to see and think of them. For example, 
 they may wish others to think highly of them, to not give a clear-cut impression, to mislead or to confuse 
 them. Nevertheless, it is in the person’s interest to control the impression others form of themselves. They 
 may act in a thoroughly calculated manner and while this can be very intentional, sometimes the individual 
 can be somewhat unaware of this. This act of self-presentation also stems from the expectations of one’s 
 group-membership  or  social  status.  Others  may  be  impressed,  sceptical  or  misunderstand  one’s  self-
 presentation.  Definition  of  a  social  situation  contain  a  sense  of  consensus,  to  a  degree,  between  the 
 participants to avoid open conflict. Each participant contributes to the overall definition of the situation 
 creating the “working consensus”, which differs between situations and participants. This agreement of a 
 social  situation  guides  an  individual  in  their  self-presentation,  and  they  must  commit  to  their  initial 
 presentation and drop all other pretences. This presentation surely expands, but it should not contradict 
 what  has  been  already  presented.  First  impressions  are  important,  and  it  is  difficult  to  change  the 
 impression in the eyes of others later. A careful performer who wants to control their image knows how 
 to adapt their performance depending on the context in which the performance is given. Sometimes the 
 audience already possesses quite a lot of information about the performer, and this must be considered. 


An  audience  that  does  not  possess  much  information  about  the  performer  beforehand  will  be  more 
 receiving of the information given at a performance, compared to those who have prior knowledge. Social 
 situations  also  have  a  sense  of  morality  built  into  them.  This  morality  is  deeply  societal  and  gives  the 
 individual the right to expect others to value them appropriately. In return, they must be who they claim 
 to be. (Goffman 1959, 2 – 6, 142.) On social media, definition of a situation is also mutually agreed upon 
 and it contains certain social expectations.  


In a performance, the performer asks the audience to believe in their act, that they really are who they 
say they are. The performer can either believe in their act themselves, or not believe in it, or the level of 
belief  can  be  somewhere  in  the  continuum  between  truth  and  untruth.  Most  of  the  time  both  the 
performer and their audience believe in the performance.  Sometimes, the performer wishes to portray 
themselves as something else than they really are. They can wish to enhance or hide parts of themselves 



(16)and the means of performing can be conscious or sub-conscious. Sometimes, a truthful act can become 
 untruthful and vice versa. Goffman calls those who do not believe in their own act “cynical”.  According to 
 him, these cynics may enjoy being able to manipulate for their own gain. However, this manipulated act 
 may  not  be  for  the  good  of  the  performance  but  rather  for  the  good  of  the  community  (for  example 
 customer servant’s act of friendliness). One can also move back and forth on the continuum of truth and 
 untruth. Dramatizing an act may be necessary to make an act better understood and to avoid important 
 messages getting hidden from the audience. Other times, dramatization of an act becomes a problem. It 
 can require a lot of time and skills not available to everyone. A lot of it is hidden from the audience and 
 they  may  not  understand  dramatized  acts  and  reasons  behind  them.  These  problems  can  make  a 
 performance look faulty.  (Goffman 1959, 10 – 12, 19 – 21.) Radically changing one’s self-presentation is a 
 social risk that can lead to others losing their trust that one is presenting their real self (see e.g., Faleatua 
 2018). 


People  often  want to  give  good  impression  of  themselves to  others  and  this  can  include  enhancing  or 
exaggerating  parts  of  oneself.  To  put  in  other  words,  people  want  to  present  an  idealized  version  of 
themselves. There are multiple reasons for this and ways to do it. One of these goals is upward mobility in 
social classes and Goffman suggests that the most important thing in raising one’s social status is material 
status symbols. (Goffman 1959, 22 – 24.) On social media, showing off travel pictures and expensive brand 
items are commonly regarded as a part of a higher social status, or at least an attempt to rise one’s social 
status. This can also backfire if the presentation does not seem genuine. For a performer to maintain a 
certain  idealized  image  of  oneself,  they  must  conceal  parts  of  themselves  that  conflict  with  their 
performances. Mistakes can be hidden before the performance takes place. Performers can also act in a 
way that makes the audience believe the performer is closer to them than they actually are. Performers 
may want to uphold a level of mystique, and this is achieved by social distancing from the audience. This 
helps the performer in creating and maintaining a desired impression as well as in protecting themselves 
from potentially harmful closer inspection. A performer may need to segregate their audiences to maintain 
a specific role. To play a part, the performer must ensure that different performances are not seen by the 
same audiences and that what a specific audience sees, is unique for them. (Goffman 1959, 27 – 31, 45 – 



(17)46). As we will see later, this is not usually possible on social media due to its nature of being open for 
 everyone to find any content. 


Sometimes  definitions  of  a  social  situation  clash  and  someone  contradicts,  discredits,  or  otherwise 
 expresses doubt of the situation. This can make the situation embarrassing and/or confusing. The person 
 whose presentation has been doubted upon may feel embarrassed while others feel hostile towards them. 


Catching a performer contradicting themselves may even cause permanent loss of reputation. There are 
 preventive practises to avoid this embarrassment as well as corrective practises to compensate for any 
 discrediting acts. Tactics individuals use to protect their self-presentation are called defensive practices 
 and  tactics  other  might  use  to  protect  someone  else  are  called protective  practices.  Sometimes  a 
 presentation which has failed creates intense interest among others. Individuals can be targets of jokes 
 and purposely embarrassed, lies can be spread and events exaggerated. Goffman writes that that there 
 seem  to  be  no  social  groups  that  do  not  have  these  “games”  to  be  used  for  humour  and  to  sanction 
 individuals. Sometimes, though, questioning a performance is not so much about the performance itself, 
 but whether the performer is authorized to give this specific performance or not. Misrepresentation of 
 oneself  is  usually  harshly  judged,  especially  when  it  is  considered  a  major  deception,  such  as  falsely 
 presenting  as  a  doctor.  Some  minor  misrepresentations  can  be  forgiven.  Drawing  a  line  between 
 misrepresentation and true representation is not always clear either. A performance can shatter at any 
 time and from minor factors. Characters can be broken due to even small changes in one’s mood. (Goffman 
 1959,  6 –  7,  36 –  39.) Online,  it  is  easier  to  control  one’s  moods  and  emotional  responses,  as 
 communication and performances are not necessary happening in real time, they can be planned ahead 
 or responded to later. 


Goffman uses the term performance to refer to all the activity happening in front of a specific audience at 
 a specific time and setting. The term front is used to describe “that part of the individual’s performance 
 which regularly functions in a general and fixed fashion to define the situation for those who observe the 
 performance”. Front also includes one’s appearance and manners and the setting of the performance. 


While a carefully crafted performance happens at front, there is a backstage where the act is dropped, 
performer can relax, and hidden aspects of self exist. Backstage is also a place where the performer can 



(18)plan and practice their performance without the audience seeing. Front is usually polished while backstage 
 can be messier. (Goffman 1959, 13, 19, 69 – 70, 75)  


2.2 Self-presentation in 21st century 


David Shulman (2016) has adapted Goffman’s dramaturgical theory to 21st century and the era of social 
 media in his book “The presentation of self in contemporary social life”. While Goffman brings out the 
 effect of social environments to self-presentation, Shulman places even greater emphasis on the effects 
 of  larger  social  forces  on  impression  management.  Stating  that  dramaturgical  lens  is  a  useful  tool  to 
 examine  self-presentation,  Shulman  also  warns  not  to  oversimplify  interpretations  of  social  acts.  Pre-
 existing social conventions and norms affect the way an audience expects a performance to happen and 
 based  on  that,  how  the  performer  acts.  Shulman  presents  that  not  only  does  the  performer  have  a 
 backstage, but that the audience has a backstage too and that is where the audience’s expectations for 
 the performance stem from. To put it in other words, socialization, internalization of social norms, is the 
 basis for all social acts. A lot of social acts are  repetitive, happening in everyday life automatically and 
 predictably. (Shulman 2016, 9 – 10, 37, 43 – 44.) 


Zygmunt  Bauman  (2000)  uses  the  term  “liquid  modernity”  to  refer  to  the everchanging  nature  of  our 
society.  The  modern  globalized  society  changes  fast  and  from  the  point  of  an  individual,  creates 
uncertainty  and  anxiety.  Identity,  according  to  Bauman  is  not  a  private  matter  anymore.  Identity 
construction  is  intertwined  with  modern  society.  Modern  societies  offer  people  endless  identities  to 
choose from and the struggle with modern identity is rather which identity to choose than how to get to 
a chosen identity. People must stay vigilant in case they need to form a new identity if the old one is, as 
Bauman puts it, “withdrawn from the market” or if their identity is otherwise torn apart. In modern world, 
keeping  one’s  options  open  is  important  and  identities  that  are  too  “tight”  can  resume  in  lost 
opportunities. (Bauman 2000; Bauman 2009, 21, 24.) Bauman’s ideas are relevant in terms of social media 
self-presentation. Social media changes fast and users must be aware of how these changes may affect 
how they appear online. 



(19)The ability of humans to think of themselves in third person allows us to monitor our acts from outside 
 and to predict how others will react to certain acts, what their consequences are. We are very attuned to 
 other  people’s  judgements,  using  them  to  plan  our  behavior  as  well  as  to  base  our  thoughts  about 
 ourselves  (including  judging  ourselves).  There  is  a  strong  societal  pressure  to  conform  to  one’s 
 surroundings. People want to ‘fit in’. Belonging to a group helps us to form our identities and it creates a 
 sense  of  security.  We  use  social  comparison  to  define  and  evaluate  ourselves.  Individuals  have 
 psychological self and dramaturgical self, not to be confused with each other. Psychological self refers to 
 continuous  experience  of  who  someone  is  for  themselves  while  dramaturgical  self  is  a  situational 
 performance for other people. Our behavior, social acts, are a combination of social forces and individual 
 factors. (Shulman 2016, 27 – 29; Schwalbe 2013, 77; Bullingham & Vasconcelos 2013, 108.) 


Goffman’s theory is based on physical face-to-face interaction where performers and their audience can 
 see reactions and adapt their behaviour in real time. A performer cannot hide nonverbal cues, and this 
 can  endanger  their  performances.  The  laws  of  physical  face-to-face  interaction  do  not  apply  to  online 
 performances  as  they  are.  There  are  new  dilemmas  as  well  as  new  possibilities  for  self-presentation. 


Portraying oneself falsely is easy and fact-checking is difficult for the audience. People who claim to be 
 different age, gender or have different body are called “catfish”. The term catfish is generally used for 
 intentional deception on dating sites. This is conducted by using someone else’s pictures and information. 


The person someone is appearing as is generally more attractive and younger, living a very different life 
than the catfisher. (Shulman 2016, 216 – 217, 230 – 231.) Bullingham and Vasconcelos (2013, 103) call 
using anonymity to appear as different race or gender “identity tourism”, where social media users use 
stereotypical acts of the group they are portraying as. This identity tourism is less about the intention to 
deceit the audience with malice intentions (as a catfish does) and more about wanting to try out a different 
identity or to possibly fit to a group better. Embellishment of self can also serve the purpose of storytelling 
and most people do prefer adapting their offline selves to online context with smaller changes rather than 
creating a whole new identity. Bullingham and Vasconcelos  also suggest, that “the online environment 
could be seen as a stage with the offline life as the backstage”. Online avatars can function as costumes 
put on to stage, diminishing some parts of themselves and enhancing other parts. It is noteworthy, that 
this process can also be reversed, meaning that sometimes the online self is the real self and offline self is 



(20)modified. Pressures from society or family can lead to not being able to portray one’s true self offline, and 
 the online world can give an outlet to be one’s authentic self. (Bullingham & Vasconcelos 2013, 103, 107, 
 110.) Internet offers spaces to create alternative realities. One can explore different parts of themselves 
 that they were not necessarily aware of or were embarrassed to admit and live their fantasies. Identity 
 formation in general is more flexible and less rigid of the internet.  Social relationships can be formed, and 
 social media can be a place to help others, be vulnerable and to fall in love. (Gottschalk 2010, 521 – 522.) 
 As  noted  before,  the  concept  of  front  and  backstage  are  challenged  on  social  media.  Traditional 
 boundaries  between  front  and  backstage  are  multi-layered  and  blurred.  There  are  social  norms  and 
 expectations for the front stage performance, but these change over time. There are more options for 
 performances and people spend more time crafting their images than before. Offline, one can segregate 
 their audiences but online this is not possible. Contexts of social situations collapse as hiding information 
 is difficult and even private sites can be  leaked or hacked. Information can live infinitely online and be 
 archived to search engines. Personal information can be used against someone later in their lives, as often 
 happens  to  politicians  and  celebrities.  People  now  have  access  to  other people’s  backstage  and 
 information  can  spread fast  everywhere.  People  may  try to hide  their  wicked  online  activities,  such  as 
 unfaithfulness  in  a  relationship,  to  avoid  being  judged  and  shamed.  Internet,  then,  both  allows  these 
 activities  but  leaves  digital  traces  of  them.  Anonymity  provides  multiple  opportunities  to  alter  self-
 presentation. Anonymity and privacy are valuable to people both online and offline. In both worlds they 
 affect people’s general self-presentation and decision-making. For audience, anonymity allows evaluating 
 a performance more honestly. In a dramaturgical sense, anonymity makes one invisible and able to protect 
 backstage and avoid criticism, judgement, and embarrassment. (Shulman 2016, 219 – 223, 237.) 


Internet makes it possible for anyone to be seen by a lot of people and even become famous. Good, cheap, 
 and easy camera equipment is accessible to anyone, and internet is a platform to spread content efficiently 
 and express oneself creatively. Social media profiles can be seen as “digital museums of self-expression”. 


People record and share everyday activities such as hobbies and vacations. Impression management and 
dramaturgy are constantly present, people post things they consider important for portraying a specific 
image about themselves to others. Shulman aggregates the research topic of this master’s thesis by stating 
that “Facebook images, like other online profiles, can bridge the gap between who we are and how we 



(21)want others to see us”.  Facebook, and other social media platforms, are generally regarded as places that 
 reflect the truth about who someone is offline. Of course, this is not always the case and social media 
 users  are  aware  of  this.  Through  social  media  photos,  people  can  redefine  themselves  and  create  an 
 aspirational version of themselves, who they wish to be, and hope others will take it as the truth. Social 
 media  platforms  can  help  convey  a  narrative  about  a  highly  selective  and  carefully  crafted  self-
 presentation.  The  era  of  social  media  lifts  impression  management  to  a  new  level.  In  addition  to 
 maintaining a certain impression offline, people now also need to consider their online impressions on a 
 digital stage. Social media is heavily relied on appearance, and it creates a lot of pressures and insecurities. 


People spend a lot of time taking just the right picture to post. Especially younger generations feel the 
 pressure to appear as favourable as possible and there is a level of peer-surveillance they are very aware 
 of. (Shulman 2016, 237 – 242) 


As much as the users shape social media and create new ways for self-presentation, social media platforms 
 shape their users’ self-presentation. Van Dijck (2013b, 212) argues, that both Facebook and LinkedIn have 
 great  power  in  shaping  the  normative  behaviour.  Social  media  platforms  have  their  own  agendas  in 
 collecting  information  about  us,  and they  have  the  ability  to  steer  people’s  social  media  profiles  and 
 presentation into a direction suitable for them. Social media platforms are not neutral spaces, but tools to 
 shape  one’s  identity.  Van  Dijck  argues  that  there  is  a  power  struggle  between  social  media  users  and 
 platform owners regarding online behaviour and information. (Van Dijck 2013b, 212 – 213.) To sum this 
 section up, I would say that there are multiple discussions and negotiations on multiple levels of social 
 media  interaction.  Individuals,  platform  owners  and  the  society  overall  shape  social  media  platforms. 


Dramaturgy in this sense happens on multiple stages and the line between backstage and front can get 
very  confused.  Goals  of  a  performance  and  the  authenticity  of  the  performance  can  be  difficult  to 
determine, even for the performer. 



(22)3 VISUAL SEMIOTICS 


3.1 Grammar of visual communication 


Kress  and  van  Leeuwen  (2006)  have  based  their  theory  of  visual  representation  on  social  semiotics. 


Semiotics were first based on communicative linguistic semiotics, and it has since been applied to non-
 linguistic communication such as art. Social semiotics is determinative, meaning that 1) communicators 
 must make their messages maximally understood and 2) communicators express themselves with things 
 they already know and see most fitting given the context. Throughout the book Kress and van Leeuwen 
 compare and contrast linguistic based semiotics with their own visual approach. As Kress and van Leeuwen 
 note, the pivotal idea behind any semiotics is the sign and sign-making, which the book specifically focuses 
 on.  Pictures,  signs,  are  a  representation  of  something.  These  signs  are  essentially  the  sign-makers 
 interpretation of the entity they are presenting in the picture. Signs are never the whole object; they only 
 consist of what the sign-maker sees as critical aspects of the object they are presenting. The process of 
 visual representation is complex, context-dependent and influenced by the sign-maker’s cultural, social, 
 and  psychological  history.  Kress  and  van  Leeuwen  note  that  signs  are  never  arbitrary,  they  are  always 
 motivated by something and that “sign-makers use the forms they consider apt for the expression of their 
 meaning, in any medium in which they can make signs”. Signs can only be made of what is available for 
 the sign-maker, for example adults and children have different vocabulary available for use and different 
 social groups have different resources. Essentially, Kress and van Leeuwen’s theory focuses on the process 
 of making a sign. (Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, 6 – 9, 13.) On social media, profile pictures can be considered 
 as signs and means of communication.  


Communication can be concrete or abstract, for example a direct conversation or art. Communication is 
always doing something to, for or with other people. Visual design, like all semiotic modes, must meet 
certain  representational  and  communicational  requirements.  It  has  three  major  functions.  The  first  of 
these functions is the ideational function which represents both our inner and outer worlds, how humans 
experience  world.  The  second  one  is interpersonal  function,  initiating  social  interactions.  In  terms  of 
visuals, it means how the producer of the image, the object of the image and the viewer interact and relate 



(23)to  each  other.  The  last  function  is  the textual  function –  a  world  in  which  the  text  (/image)  coheres 
 internally  and  with  its  environment.  In  visuals,  it  can  mean  how  the  image  is  structured.  (Kress  &  van 
 Leeuwen 2006, 15, 41 – 43.) 


As stated before, visual communication is very dependent on its cultural context. The forms and modes of 
 public  communication,  as  well  as  their  valuations,  affect  the  way  we  understand  and  interpret  visual 
 communication. Kress and van Leeuwen refer to this as the semiotic landscape. A specific landscape is only 
 understood  by  looking  at  the  bigger  picture,  the  whole  landscape,  and  its  developmental  history.  The 
 usage of visuals has changed across time, and it varies between societies, social groups, and institutions. 


Globalisation, increasing cultural and linguistic diversity have begun to dissolve the boundaries of semiotic 
 landscape. Language is used differently in public communication. Its use, function, place, and valuation 
 are changing. All types of language (spoken, written, visual etc.) are multimodal, for example speech also 
 contains  visuals  such  as  facial  expressions.  (Kress  &  van  Leeuwen  2006,  35 –  36,  41).  Social  media  is 
 particularly interesting in terms of semiotic landscape, for it is used widely across the world. People from 
 very different cultural and linguistic environments come together and communicate in the same language. 


The language of social media can be understood by looking into its history. Social media and the language 
 used there changes rapidly, and that should always be considered when trying to understand any current 
 semiotics. It is also explicitly multimodal; users must understand multiple cues in making sense of what 
 they are seeing and experiencing.  


There are two types of participants in images (as well as any semiotic act): represented participants, things 
 and people represented in the picture, and interactive participants, the producers and viewers of images. 


Interactive participants communicate with each other, and the represented participants are the objects of 
communication. However, the distinction between interactive and represented participants is not always 
this clear. Image producers or viewers can be represented in the image. (Kress and van Leeuwen 2006, 
48.) Social media users are often both represented and interactive participants, for they usually take the 
pictures  themselves  or  are  involved  in  producing,  editing  and/or  publishing  the  pictures.  Friends  and 
followers of the user on the platform are interactive participants as the viewers of the images. In addition, 
they can also be represented in the images they are communicating with.  



(24)Between  these  participants  can  be  three  types  of  relationships.  First  is  the  relationship  between 
 represented participants, the second one is between interactive and represented participants and the last 
 one  is  between  interactive  participants.  Sometimes  the  interaction  is  direct  and  immediate,  when  the 
 participants know each other and are in face-to-face contact. With images, interaction is often indirect, 
 and participants are absent for each other and in most cases the viewer never meets the producer. This 
 creates a gap between the viewer and the producer, where the viewer does not fully know the process 
 behind the image and the producer does not see the audience and their reactions. Producer and viewer 
 have different knowledge and positions; the producer is active, they can both send and receive messages 
 while  the  viewer  is  passive,  only  receiving  the  message.  (Kress  &  van  Leeuwen  2006,  114 –  115.)  The 
 second and third type of the relationships between participants are what I’m focused on in this thesis, as 
 I’m interested in the relationship between the person in the picture/the producer of the picture and the 
 viewer of the picture. Another interest of this thesis is what producers of the images are trying to say to 
 their viewers. Interaction on social media is indirect and even though friends and family are usually present 
 to  a  degree,  social  media  users  (the  image  producers)  can  never  be  sure  who  sees  their  pictures. 


Sometimes friends and family might see or know the process behind the picture but there might still be 
 an agenda or post-processing, unknown to the viewer, behind the picture before it is published.  


Understanding images and their social meanings is derived from face-to-face interaction. In other words, 
 while  reading  images  differs  from  face-to-face  interaction,  the  basic  social  “rules”  of  face-to-face 
 communication apply to images. However, the differences in the context of creating and viewing the image 
 means that social interaction is rather represented than enacted, as happens in face-to-face interaction. 


Communication happens at different times for the producer and the viewer, and the producer is absent 
 from the final act of the communicative event. The image the viewer sees is merely a representation of 
 the person communicating with them, not their bodily self in a face-to-face communication. There are no 
 immediate  cues,  such  as  facial  expressions,  that  require  immediate  reaction.  In  viewing  an  image,  the 
 viewer also cannot be certain that the object of the image is who they say they are, for they can, in a very 
 Goffmanian sense, “play a character”. The audience is imaginary, rather than in a position of a true friend. 


They are addressed in a certain way, and it is up to the audience whether they relate to the position they 
are put into. (Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, 116). On social media, reacting to the image or text presented is 



(25)possible, for example with comments and other reactional acts, such as Facebook reaction buttons. These 
 reactions  can  be  calculated  too,  and  the  absence  of  face-to-face  cues  still  affects  the  communication 
 process. 


Kress and van Leeuwen raise the question of reliability in the messages communicated and this applies to 
 images.  Regarding  senses,  eyesight  is  generally  regarded  more  trustworthy  than  hearing.  Seeing 
 something  with  one’s  own  eyes  is  considered  more  reliable  than  hearing  something.  Kress  and  van 
 Leeuwen also note that the rise of Photoshop has started to blur whether what we see is real or not, and 
 in  the  days  of free and easy  editing  apps,  it  is  rather  prominent  in  social  media.  While  a  camera  itself 
 cannot lie much, those who use it can. This brings a level of doubt and uncertainty in interpreting images 
 (that I also need to consider in this research and interpreting the pictures  in my data). Nevertheless, as 
 humans living in a society, we must be able to trust at least some of the information we receive. There are 
 certain modality cues which can help determine trustworthy information. Generally, sign-makers aim for 
 transparency. Still, Kress and van Leeuwen point that within the social semiotic theory, it is not possible to 
 distinguish the  absolute  truth  from  untruth.  They  also  remind,  that  in  social  semiotics,  truth  is what  a 
 particular social group sees as truth, based on their values and beliefs. Images can also fall somewhere 
 between truth and untruth people in them can be represented as how they really are or for example as 
 caricatures. What is considered real is also in the eyes of the viewer and interpreting images and social 
 cues depends on how a certain social group defines reality. (Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, 154 – 155, 159.) 
 In social media, it is common for images and posts to fall somewhere between truth and untruth. The use 
 of filters and photo editing apps on social media has been a controversial topic for a long time. Some feel 
 like  it is only minor  enhancing of  one’s best features  while  others  believe  it  to portray false  image.  As 
 discussed in chapter two, this blurring of truth and untruth is also something that Goffman (1959) notes 
 about performances. Overall, Goffman’s and Kress and van Leeuwen’s theories complement each other 
 well and discuss the same phenomena in similar terms. 


Like Kress and van Leeuwen, Hook and Glaveanu (2013) also discuss the way viewers of images make sense 
of images, concerned with the rhetorical efficacy of images. Hook and Glaveanu argue, that the rhetoric 
effect of the images transcends the influence of the most obvious and literal meanings of an image. Their 
analysis is concerned with the function of the image, what the image wants its audience to do and efficient 



(26)it is in achieving the goals. Hook and Glaveanu stress, that while discussing the image form, they do not 
 wish to contribute to the dichotomy between form and content and note that the two must be understood 
 as intertwined. When inspecting the rhetorical effects of an image on its audience, the researcher must 
 also understand the production and the intention behind the image. (Hook & Glaveanu 2013, 355 – 356.) 


3.2 Visual analysis in social psychology 


As discussed in chapter 1.1, visual methods have gained popularity in social sciences in the past decade 
 and there are multiple ways of using visual data in research. In addition to inspecting the existing meanings 
 of  visuality, social  sciences  participate  in  making  social  scientific  meaning  for  images. Visual  analysis  in 
 social sciences can produce knowledge that other types of data, such as interviews and surveys, cannot 
 produce. (Rose 2014, 24 – 28.)  


Images hold specific qualities compared to written text. Their emotive value is different, and they provide 
 a different sense of reality. Visual communication is powerful due to these illusory and emotive features, 
 and it is not uncommon to utilise that. Whereas written text is usually seen more rational, images convey 
 more  emotions.    Images  are also dependent  on the  context,  and they  identify something for  a  certain 
 group of people. This makes researching images an interesting field in social psychology. Images produce 
 social knowledge as the source, medium and product. It is widely accepted in the science community that 
 images work through three meanings that intersect. The first meaning is denotation, the literal meaning 
 of what the image references to. The second one is the connotative meaning, the personal touch of the 
 signifier.  It  is  the  style,  tone,  expression,  and  attitude  of  the  image.  The  last  meaning  arises  from  the 
 cultural  environment,  ideologies  and  myths  present  in  the  culture  where  the  image  is  produced.  


(Hakoköngäs & Sakki 2016, 500 – 502; Hakoköngäs & Sakki 2019, 509 – 510).  


In social psychological visual analysis, theory of social representations has been used a lot and it is well 
complementary  for  interpreting  the  social  meanings  of  images.  Social  representations  are  collectively 
formed meanings, attitudes, and values of objects. In terms of images, they are collective opinions about 
the images. (Arruda 2015.) For example, in the study about visual social representations of teachership, 



(27)Martikainen (2019a) found that students paid careful attention to the visual cues their teachers portrayed. 


The students regarded their teachers’ visual appearance as a sign of teachership qualities. While the social 
 representations theory is not particularly used in this thesis, it is important to remember that images are 
 created in social environments, interpreted, and made understood socially. The respondents in this thesis 
 give social meanings (stemming for societal norms) for their pictures. As Arruda (2015, 132) puts it, “social 
 representations are the in the origin of visual images”. 


Martikainen and Hujala (2017) inspected how research participants defined a person’s leadership qualities 
 based  on  visuals.  They  found  that  visual  cues  play  a  big  role  in  the  in  the  evaluations  of  a  person’s 
 leadership  qualities.  Respondents  paid  most  attention  to  the  gaze  of  the  person  in  the  picture.  Other 
 aspects of inspection were facial expression, posture, use of space, colours, clothing and accessories and 
 the  environment.  Especially  the  facial  cues  were  used  to  evaluate  social  skills.  Martikainen  and  Hujala 
 note, that very small details can lead to stereotyping, and major evaluations of a leader’s competence.  


(Martikainen & Hujala 2017.) In a similar study about students’ evaluations about teachers’ competence, 
Martikainen (2020) found that also young adults pay attention the same visual cues and form opinions 
about  teachers’  characters  and  competence.  In  continuum  with  the  visual  cues  about  professional 
competence, Martikainen (2019b) also found, that teachers tend to be posed laughing and smiling in an 
occupational magazine. 



(28)4 SOCIAL MEDIA QUALITIES AND SELF-PRESENTATION 


In this chapter I will define social media as a social environment, what kind of set and “rules” there are 
 and how those affect online self-presentation. Social media is still relatively new social sphere and while 
 social interaction bases on face-to-face interaction, it has special qualities, such as anonymity, that must 
 be taken to account when inspecting the topic. I will also present earlier research about visuality and self-
 presentation on social media. 


World  Wide  Web  was  invented  in  1991  and  at  the  turn  of  the  millennium  with  Web  2.0,  online 
 communication became more interactive two-way communication than before. Van Dijck (2013a) notes 
 that most Web 2.0. platforms started as forums of creativity and communication among friends. Everyday 
 social acts such as talking and gossiping with friends and showing holiday pictures and videos have been 
 transferred  to  social  media.  While  in  face-to-face  contact  these  acts  are  more  informal  and  casual,  on 
 social  media  they  become  more  formal.  Social  media  can  be  divided  into  four  sub-categories: social 
 network  sites  (SNS)  which  main  functions  are  interpersonal  contact, user-generated  content  (UGC), 
 focusing on creativity, trading and marketing sites (TMSs) which focus on exchanging and selling products 
 and play and game sites (PGS), focusing on gaming. The first two are the most common and Facebook and 
 LinkedIn can be categorised to SNS and Instagram to UGC. However, these categories are flux, with no firm 
 boundaries and a social media platform can have traits from all these categories. One platform may have 
 started as focusing on a single function but has then expanded to other areas. Facebook and LinkedIn were 
 first marketed as platforms for human connections and community building. Facebook was initially created 
 in 2004 to connect small friend circles in colleges. Two years later it expanded to general global audience 
 and in 2007 it started to grow fast, and the nature of the platform started to change. Van Dijck reminds, 
 that to understand social media platforms we must see them as part of a larger online system, where even 
 small changes have big effects on multiple layers. Historical circumstances as well as current sociocultural, 
 political, and economical contexts must be taken to account. (Van Dijck 2013a, 5 – 9; Van Dijck 2013b, 
 201.) 


In any social media research, it should be recognised that social media platforms function not only as social 
environments,  but  also  as  online  markets.  Companies  are  rather  interested  about  user  data  than 



(29)communities.  Facebook  and  LinkedIn,  and  now  also  Instagram,  are  big  and  influential  sites  with  huge 
 potential  for  monetization.  These  platforms  can  also  be  used  by  smaller  profit  and  non-profit  sites. 


Facebook  and  other  platforms  are  not  transparent  about  how  they  utilize  the  data  collected  from  the 
 users. (Van Dijck 2013a, 4, 12.)  


Behind all sociality, social media platforms are very automated systems. Multiple complex algorithms exist 
on Facebook and other social media platforms to find out people’s likes and desires. This allows social 
media companies to manipulate, create and steer specific needs. Social media users must be very aware 
of  these  algorithms  and  how  they  affect  their  profiles  and  self-presentation.  Accepting  certain 
recommendations leads to other recommendations, shaping the environment the user is in and how and 
where  others  see  them.  There  is  an  ambiguity  between  human  connectedness  and  automated 
connectedness.  It  is  in  the  interest  of  these  companies  to  highlight  the  idea  of  human  connectedness 
rather than automated, computer-generated, connectivity. While in the offline world, there is a notion 
that “well  connected  people’s”  connections  are rather  about quality than  quantity,  social  media  is  the 
opposite  from  this,  as  it  highlights  the  quantity  of  connections  over  quality.  The  value  of  someone  is 
measured by the number of contacts. Having a lot of followers or friends makes one influential, gaining 
authority and social reputation with likes. (Van Dijck 2013a, 12 – 13; Broillet, Kampf & Emad 2014, 4.) 
People have different motives for using social media and as discussed in this thesis, there are different 
motives for using different platforms too. Sheldon and Bryant (2015) investigated motives for Instagram 
usage  and  found  four  core  motives.  These  are surveillance/knowledge  about  others,  documentation, 
coolness, and creativity. Surveillance and coolness are the most social out of these motives. Surveillance 
means acts such as interacting with friends and watching what others post and this was the most common 
reason  behind  Instagram  usage  in  Sheldon  and  Bryant’s  research.  Coolness  means  being  popular, 
appearing cool, self-promoting and providing visual status updates to friends. Instagram is also used for 
documenting one’s life via pictures. Documentation is sharing one’s world with others and storing pictures 
onto a platform to remember important events. Finally, creativity is expressed by showing photography 
skills, creating art, and finding other people who like the same things. (Sheldon & Bryant 2015, 93 – 94.) 



(30)4.1 Social media as a social environment 


According  to  boyd  (2008,  26 –  27),  network  publics  are  formed  by  four  significant  and  intertwined 
 properties:  persistence,  replicability,  scalability  and  searchability.  These  properties  contribute  to 
 producing three dynamics, collapsed contexts, invisible audiences and blurring of public and private, which 
 shape the user experience in social networks. As any media, social media brings new properties into social 
 environments  which  reshape  the  general  public.  Media  has  the  ability  to  record,  amplify  and  spread 
 information and it is not always a good thing, as it can control information and interactions too much. This 
 applies to social media as well. (boyd 2008, 26 – 27.) 


Persistence means that online expressions are automatically archived and recorded. Replicability means 
 that content shared in network publics can be easily duplicated. Scalability means that the content shared 
 has great potential for visibility, but it is also not a guarantee for it, even if it is the intention. Attention is 
 a commodity on the internet and with the rise of content producers, competition for attention increases. 


Also, those who seek attention may not get the kind of attention they want, in the scale they want. Internet 
users as a collective choose what content to amplify. Searchability simply means, that online content can 
be easily searched. Essentially, everything on the internet can be found by anyone. While physical space 
is limited by time and space, internet is not, hence connections can be made and content shared across 
great distances  and  over  extended  periods  of  time.  Large  groups  can be  gathered easily,  and  they  can 
function synchronously or asynchronously. Communication can be from one person to many or from many 
people  to  many  people.  Because  of  these  four  properties,  also  the  authenticity  of  acts  gets  more 
complicated. Since the content is not bound to time and space, it is easier to alter the content and for 
others  to  assess  its  legitimacy  and  origins.  Altering  all  types  of  content  online,  text,  images,  videos,  is 
common.  Alterations  of  content  can  be  aesthetic,  deceptive,  functional,  or  political.  boyd  raises  the 
question of what is original, what is a copy, and when does it even matter. (boyd 2008, 27, 30 – 32)  
As discussed before, dynamics in sociality on the internet is different to face-to-face interaction. Audiences 
may be invisible; they can be lurking and not making themselves visible on purpose or technology can 
make them invisible. They also may not just be present in real time for the performance. These properties 
and  dynamics  force  internet  users to  have  a  connection  with  their  audience  and  engage  in impression 



(31)management even though they do not know who is perceiving their act and when. Not knowing one’s 
 audience and the social context makes it difficult to determine how to behave. Traditional mechanisms 
 for both asserting and assessing cannot be fully transferred to networked publics as they are.  Another 
 layer  to  difficulty  in  communicating  online  stems  from  the  fact  that  even  if  the  immediate  audience 
 understands the message, the potential audience can be from very far and different contexts. Because of 
 this  possibility  of  the  audience  coming  from  different  contexts  which  the  performer  is  unaware  of, 
 performances can become awkward, and they are impossible to adjust. One can try to limit their audience, 
 but  it  is  quite  impossible  to  keep  unwanted  audience  completely  excluded  from  their  content,  as  the 
 qualities of internet make it possible for motivated individuals to find almost everything. In addition to 
 these dynamics altering interactions among large audiences, they also alter social dynamics among friends 
 and peers. Private interactions can become public unintentionally. boyd argues, that the concept of privacy 
 is going through a change with people trying to navigate and adapt to this new social sphere. Social media 
 has an effect on people’s sense of control, but it does not mean that social media users are willing to give 
 up their privacy. Regaining this control over the control of boundaries on social media remains a challenge. 


Defining public and private is not necessarily easy, and boyd argues that they are rather flux than a binary 
 and that we need to redefine the conceptions of public and private. The challenges discussed here also 
 complicate  identity  work.  In  adapting  to  the  new  social  sphere  of  social  media,  new  strategies  to 
 participate are developed. (boyd 2008, 34 – 41.) 


4.2 Presentation of self on social media 


In  this  chapter  I  will  discuss  presentation  of  self  and  image  management  on  social  media  based  on 
Goffman’s dramaturgical theory and existing research. Self-presentation on social media has been vastly 
researched  in  social  sciences  and  the  consensus  is  that  this  self-presentation  is  usually  strategic.  I  will 
present these strategies, the appearance and behaviour online as well as the challenges of online self-
presentation. 
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