These complex social identities obviously impact social media because of the
various personas and identities that the individual or group takes on a platform.

Social media on the hand, can be described as a ubiquitous phenomenon of the
21st century, which has undeniably transformed the way individuals communicate,
interact, and share information. Indeed, Social media refers to a collection of web-based
platforms that enable users to create, share, collaborate, and consume content while
engaging in social interactions. (Hanna et al., 2011). These platforms are characterized by
user-generated content, virtual communities, agency, and real-time communication,
offering an unprecedented level of connectivity among users. Examples of popular social
media platforms include Facebook, YouTube, TikTok, Twitter, Instagram, Reddit, and

LinkedIn.

Figure 6. Social media icons. Photo credit: vecteezy.com

20



Social media has fundamentally altered the nature of interpersonal relationships,
simultaneously connecting and disconnecting individuals in various ways. On the one
hand, it has created affordances and agency, allowing people to maintain connections
with friends and family across vast distances, fostering a sense of belonging and
intimacy. Dean (2023) provides important information on social media usage,
demographics, and how it has become omnipresent in most people's lives.

The global social media landscape has dramatically expanded, doubling its
user base from 2.07 billion in 2015 to 4.48 billion in 2020, with the
average user engaging across 6.6 platforms. Asia leads the growth spurt,
followed by Africa and South America. 60.99% of the global population,
or 63% of those aged 13 and above, are now active on social media.
Remarkably, 93.33% of internet users frequent these platforms, with
mobile access dominating at 85%. The prevalence of mobile is
underscored by 99% of users accessing platforms through mobile devices,
reflecting a minimal desktop-only usage of 1.32%. On average,
individuals spend 2 hours and 24 minutes daily on social media,
amounting to approximately 5.7 years over a lifetime for users active from
age 16 to 70. Facebook reigns supreme with 2.9 billion monthly users,
trailed by YouTube, WhatsApp, FB Messenger, and WeChat. In the US,
where 72.3% of the population uses social media, the demographic split
shows 54% female and 46% male users, slightly deviating from the global
average.
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Figure 7. Social media use in the United States. Source: Dean, 2023.

On the other hand, social media can also contribute to superficial connections and
the “illusion of being connected” (Glover, 2018), wherein online interactions may not
always translate to meaningful, offline relationships. Moreover, the digital landscape has
given rise to phenomena such as “FOMO” (fear of missing out) and social comparison
(Reer et al., 2019), which can lead to feelings of envy, inadequacy, and anxiety. The
following are domains where social media influences have been telling.

Mental Health Implications
This research is also significant because the relationship between social media
and mental health is complex and multifaceted. While some studies have found
correlations between social media use and increased rates of depression, anxiety, and
loneliness, others have argued that the nature of this relationship is not entirely negative.
(Naslund et al., 2016) For instance, social media platforms can provide support networks
for individuals struggling with mental health issues, creating spaces for shared

experiences, resources, and encouragement. However, excessive social media use and the
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pressure to maintain an idealized online persona “can exacerbate existing mental health
issues or contribute to the development of new ones.” Part of the negative effect of social
media is cyberbullying. According to a report on cyberbullying linked with suicidal

thoughts and attempts in young adolescents by Sharon Reynolds (2022) in NIH Research

Matters,

Cyberbullying—bullying that happens online—has been on the rise in this
age range. Increased use of the internet during the COVID-19 pandemic
has further boosted this trend. But the links between cyberbullying and
thoughts of suicide and attempts are less well understood than the effects
of in-person bullying. (para 2)

Figure 8 demonstrates that suicide ideation is highest at 31.6% when the youth is

bullied at school and online.
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Figure 8. Bullying and suicide among students. Source: Hinduja & Patchin, 2016.

Furthermore, according to the 2022 National Survey on LGBTQ Youth Mental

Health that captured the
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experiences of nearly 34,000 LGBTQ youth ages 13 to 24 across the
United States, with 45% of respondents being LGBTQ youth of color and
48% being transgender or nonbinary, LGBTQ youth are not inherently
prone to suicide risk because of their sexual orientation or gender identity
but rather placed at higher risk because of how they are mistreated and
stigmatized in society. (The trevorproject, 2022 para 1).

and mental health stressors.

Figure 9 captures the overwhelming influence of both offline and online nonacceptance
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Figure 9. 2022 National survey on 34,000 LGBTQ Youth Mental Health. Source:
thetrevorproject, 2022.

There is another aspect of mental health trauma that also happens to hundreds of
technology workers whose “JOB” is to overlay automated filters for the online
ecosystem. When graphic materials including videos and extremely harmful/distasteful

materials are posted online by villains, it is the work of these content moderators to
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protect us from an otherwise certain harm should such graphic materials hit the internet.
However, these workers are themselves vulnerable to the adverse effects of these
extremely distasteful contents. In this anecdotal example, Sidney, who is a technology
worker describes the churn rate among content moderator media space in this new play
“JOB.” Sidney describes her experience when, on being hired, you were thrust on
materials that the average internet surfer could never imagine could exist. One of her first
encounters was a video of a child soldier who was tied to the back of two trucks facing in
opposite directions. When the drivers moved forward, the carcass of the boy soldier was
torn up into different pieces. She was emotionally numbed, and the list of endless streams
of such graphic content just started from there. The lesson is that there is real harm from
social media, both to consumers of internet information and to the workers “behind the

curtain” (Friedlich, 2023).
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Figure 10. JOB, a new play by Max Wolf Friedlich.

Political Impact

Social media has become an influential tool in political discourse, mobilization,
and activism (Storck, 2011). It has provided individuals with platforms to voice their
opinions, debate issues, and engage with politicians and political movements. Meanwhile,
social media has also been a breeding ground for misinformation/disinformation,
conspiracy theories, echo chambers, and online harassment, posing challenges to the
democratic process, as exemplified by Trump's 2020 false election hoax.

On the social justice front, social media precipitated critical inflection points in
political events, such as the Arab Spring, Queer Movement, and the Black Lives Matter
movement. Subsumed as the “Woke Culture,” it is a term that refers to an awareness of
social justice issues — that has become deeply ingrained in many online communities. Its

emphasis on recognizing and addressing societal injustices has fostered an environment
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where social identity is acknowledged and celebrated. Through the lens of "woke
culture," social media platforms become arenas for users to express their identities,
engage with social justice issues, and advocate for systemic change.

The influence of "woke culture" extends to group dynamics on social media.
Users often coalesce around shared identities and experiences, using their collective voice
to raise awareness and campaign for social change. Social justice intersection with social
identities was first explored as the concept of Intersectionality by (Crenshaw, 1989).
Crenshaw's theory of intersectionality underscores the importance of recognizing how
different social identities can interact to create unique forms of discrimination or
privilege. It posits that one's experience of their identity cannot be divorced from their
other social identities; for instance, a person's experience as a woman is intertwined with
their race, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, and other dimensions of their
identity. As such, intersectionality is not simply about recognizing multiple identities in a
person, but it is also about understanding how these identities interact within a wider
framework of power and social hierarchies.

This theory has had profound implications for social justice work. It has shifted
the focus from singular categories of identity to more nuanced, overlapping
configurations, acknowledging that individuals can simultaneously experience privilege
and oppression in different ways. For instance, a wealthy White woman might experience
gender-based discrimination but also benefits from her socioeconomic status. On the
other hand, a poor Black woman might face discrimination based on her gender, race, and

also on her class.
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Intersectionality has also highlighted the inadequacy of 'single-axis' interventions
in addressing systemic injustice. For example, a feminist initiative that does not consider
race or class might exclude and oversight issues faced by “women of color or low-
income” women. Therefore, intersectional approaches to social justice aim to address the
multiple and interconnected systems of oppression that individuals face.

However, efforts at emancipation most often confront a backlash because the
people that benefit from the status quo, are not willing to give up whatever privileges that
come with their status. As written by Harriot (2022) of the Guardian,

Ultimately, the rise of the anti-woke movement is the latest iteration of the
effort to maintain the existing social and political order. It is just another
“label without meaning”: a cloak for racism, homophobia, transphobia and
all manner of inequality. At its core is the desire to form a less perfect
union, establish injustice, and dismantle domestic tranquility. It is
unpatriotic. To be anti-woke is to be anti-American. (para 24)

Figure 11 illustrates the kind of pushback on minority affordances and agencies
by bigots like DeSantis and Tucker Carlson, which represents a “Modern-day blend of
McCarthyism and white grievance became the focus of a rightwing crusade in 2022”
(Harriot, 2022).

In recent developments, Anti-Woke pushback also forced an unprecedented
resignation of the presidents of both Harvard University in Massachusetts and University
of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. Figures 12 and 13 are images of Liz Magill, UPenn
President, and Claudine Gay, Harvard President, who were the recent casualties of anti-

woke suppression on university campuses.
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Figure 11. 2022 Anti-woke became an ideology in itself. Source: Esme Blegvad/The Guardian.
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Figure 12. Liz Magill, UPenn President. Photo credit: abcnews.com.

29



Figure 13. Claudine Gay, Harvard President. Source: Foxnews.com.

America has prided itself as a land of freedom and a melting pot of diverse
cultures, ideologies, and beliefs. Identity crisis has, unfortunately, held these truths under
siege as evidenced by the escalating culture wars on issues such as abortion, LGBTQ+
rights, immigration, gun control, race, religion, and education and the proliferation of
movements such as the "woke" phenomenon and identity politics. So it is important to
understand how self-expressions on social media have contributed to creating echo
chambers that reinforce people's beliefs, spread conspiracies, misinformation,
disinformation and exacerbate polarization. This is because algorithms that prioritize
engagement over diversity of thought promote partisan content, fostering a climate of
division and extremism. Thus, social media platforms have become battlegrounds, where
different facets of the American identity war with each other, tearing the seams of the

American polity (Donnelly, 2022; Charles, 2023).
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Economic Ramifications

Social media has generated significant economic opportunities, creating new
industries and business models centered around digital marketing, influencer culture, and
e-commerce (Zott et al., 2011). It has allowed businesses to connect with customers more
effectively, conduct market research, and develop targeted advertising strategies.
However, the rise of social media has also disrupted traditional industries, such as print
media and brick-and-mortar retail, as consumers increasingly turn to digital platforms for
information and purchases. Social media platforms like Facebook and X (formerly
Twitter) have become information dissemination channels.

For example, DeSantis used the X platform to announce his botched 2024
presidential run. The affordances of social media platforms for co-creation and sharing
information have enabled citizen journalism (eyewitness reporting), which undercuts
traditional print media because of their news production turnaround time. Hence, by the
time the incident is printed, it has become “stale news”, because an eyewitness would
have captured the incident on their mobile devices and shared same on digital platforms.
Consequently, this process eroded the relevance of the newspapers as sources of news
and information and centered the media platforms as the go-to source for developing
stories. According to Shearer in Pew Reports, “Social media sites have surpassed print
newspapers as a news source for Americans.” (Shearer 2018, Pew Reports)
Advertisement revenue thus drained from traditional publishers and migrated to the
online platforms that command the eyeballs.

More recent information from the 2022 US census has the following:

There was a pronounced shift from print to digital media in the first two
decades of this century.
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The total estimated weekday circulation of U.S. daily newspapers was
55.8 million in 2000 and dropped to 24.2 million by 2020, according to
Editor & Publisher and the Pew Research Center.

As circulation slid, so did revenue: Newspaper Publishers’ revenue in
2020 was less than half what it was in 2002, dropping from $46.2 billion
to $22.1 billion, according to the SAS. There was a 27.8% decrease in
revenue from 2002 to 2010 and a 33.6% decrease from 2010 to 2020.

Periodical Publishing, which includes medical and scientific journals,
religious and scholastic magazines, and other specialty publications, took
a similar hit.

Estimated revenue from Periodical Publishing dropped from $40.2 billion
in 2002 to $23.9 billion in 2020. There was a 20.7% revenue decline from
2002 to 2010, and a 25.0% decrease from 2010 to 2020. (US Census 2022)

It is evident from the foregoing that social media has a huge impact on today’s
technology world, but more important to this research is understanding the interplay
between social identity formation and social media adoption or the reciprocal
relationship. It is known that social media offers a platform for individuals to express
their social identities. Thus, users can showcase their affiliations to certain social,
cultural, or professional groups by sharing content, engaging in discussions, or even
through their choice of profile pictures and usernames. This expression helps reinforce
their identification with these groups. It is also known that through these interactions with
others on social media, individuals can form and reinforce their social identities. This
process can be especially potent when individuals receive positive feedback (e.g., likes,
shares, comments) for content that aligns with their social identity. Further social media
facilitates comparison with others, which is a key mechanism in social identity formation.
Hence, seeing others’ posts can lead to identity distinction, where individuals highlight

aspects of their identity that set them apart from others. Subsequently, the users
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experiment with their social identities on social media platforms, especially among
younger users who may be in the process of exploring and solidifying their social
identities. Therefore, they may try on different identities, shifting their presentation of
self, based on the feedback they receive.
Reddit

Communities formed around shared values, expertise or identities is what defines
subreddits. Reddit, a popular online platform founded in 2005, enables users to share
content and engage in discussions. The platform is organized into smaller, topic-specific
communities called subreddits, which cater to various interests, such as news, gaming, or
science. Users can subscribe to these subreddits to curate a personalized front page. As a
platform hosting numerous subreddits catering to diverse interests, Reddit served as

fertile ground for understanding how individuals construct, negotiate, and maintain their

identities in digital spaces.
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Figure 14. Reddit stats. Source: Peakactivity, 2022.
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The infographics of Reddit statics show a dynamic social media platform -a
melting pot of sorts- which is why I selected it for the qualitative research.

The backbone of Reddit is its voting system. Users can upvote or downvote posts
and comments, contributing to their visibility and influence on the platform. Upvoting
indicates agreement or appreciation, while downvoting expresses disagreement or
disapproval. The total number of upvotes minus downvotes determines a post's or
comment's "score," which affects its ranking on the subreddit and the site as a whole.
Highly upvoted content is more likely to appear on the front page, gaining exposure and
sparking discussions.

Moderation is another key aspect of Reddit, ensuring that the platform remains a
safe and constructive space for users. Subreddits are typically overseen by volunteer
moderators who establish and enforce rules based on each community's unique needs and
guidelines. Moderators have the authority to remove posts, ban users, and manage
subreddit settings. Reddit administrators provide overarching support and intervene when
necessary to maintain the site's overall rules and standards.

Reddit's upvoting and downvoting system offers valuable insight into community
values and norms, shedding light on how these factors shape and constrain social
identities. Moreover, the platform's pseudonymous nature encourages more candid
expressions of identity, facilitating an exploration of less visible or stigmatized identities.

Netnography
This research employed a qualitative research design, specifically utilizing

netnography as the primary method of investigation. Kozinets (2006) first introduced the
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Overemphasis on individual-level factors

The UTAUT model predominantly focuses on individual-level factors, which may
not fully capture the essence of social media adoption and use. Social media is inherently
a social platform, and the role of group-level factors, such as social identity, cannot be
overlooked.

Neglect of the dynamic nature of social media use

The UTAUT model does not account for the dynamic nature of social media use,
where users' social identities and the influence of different groups can change over time.
This is a critical gap in the model, as social identity is an evolving concept influenced by
various social, cultural, and contextual factors. This study aims to extend UTAUT model
to incorporate social identity as a key construct to better understand the adoption and use
of social media. The Diffusion of Innovations theory (Rogers, 2003) is another
framework for understanding how new technologies are adopted. It can be used to study
how innovations spread through a population and identify the factors influencing
adoption rates.

This model has four main components: innovators, early adopters, early majority,
and late majority. Each group has different characteristics and adopts new technologies at
different rates. Innovators are the first to adopt new technologies. They are typically early
adopters of other innovations as well. They tend to be risk-takers and have a high
tolerance for uncertainty. Early adopters are the second group to adopt new technologies.
They tend to be opinion leaders in their communities and are often influencers of others’
behavior. The early majority adopts new technologies after they have been proven to be

successful by the innovators and early adopters. They want to see evidence that
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technology is useful before investing in it. The late majority or laggards only adopt new
technologies when they are absolutely necessary, such as when they become mandatory
for work or school. Laggards are the last group to adopt new technologies; they may
never adopt some types of technology. An example of a technology that has achieved

widespread diffusion is the Internet.
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CHAPTER 3

STUDY 1

I used qualitative narrative analysis in Study 1 to address the research question,
“How does social identity impact the adoption and use of social media?” I secured IRB
clearance to scour data from subreddit online communities. Using a third-party
application, 15,000 primary-public data corpus was collected. The data was cleaned,
stripped of personally identifiable information, and analyzed using quantitative narrative
analysis. Study 1 found that the finding was inconclusive because determining the
“impact” of social identity on the adoption and use of social media was a fluid concept.

The foregoing is captured in the following representation.

STUDY 1

"

(

SEARCH ANALYSIS Th_e flndln_gs, though
SUBREDDITS SCItENING 21 entries that interesting were
15,000 ntries align with inconclusive
* research because determining
the “impact” of social
identity on the adoption
and use of social media
fluid concept.
. L FaY e P& Bhinks y

Therefore, Study 1 did set the stage for Study 2

Figure 16. Graphical summary of Study 1. Source: Nzeribe, 2024.
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Research Methodology

According to Myers (2020), Qualitative research is focused on understanding a
phenomenon from the participants’ perspective. This type of research is usually more
exploratory in nature and is used to generate hypotheses or identify themes. Qualitative
analysis also prioritized understanding human behavior and social phenomena from the
perspective of those involved. It provided a rich, contextual understanding of the subject
matter and focused on the nuances and complexities of human experience.
Netnography

Integrating social identity theory into netnographic research design provided a
robust theoretical framework for understanding how individuals perceive and navigate
their social identities within online communities. Thus, this study concentrated on the
ways in which individuals identify with particular online communities, the impact of
group norms and values on identity expression, and the role of intergroup dynamics in
shaping identity-based conflicts.

The methodology has evolved over time, with scholars debating the role of the
researcher, ethics, and the validity of data obtained through netnography. One key finding
is that netnography can provide researchers with access to communities that may be
difficult or impossible to study using traditional methods. For example, online
communities that are geographically dispersed or have a closed membership can be
studied through netnography. Researchers have also found that netnography can provide
insights into consumer behavior, including attitudes toward brands and purchasing

decisions (Kozinets, 2019).
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The following is the graphic representation of the methodological approach to
Study 1. This image highlights the Reddit platform because the studied online
communities lived on Reddit in the displayed subreddits. The third-party application

searched for the listed keywords on the image in the defined subreddits.
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the search to include "social identity," "social image," "social network,'

"individual behavior," "self-structure,” "social structure,’ "personal identity,”

"personal image,” "selfimage," "perception,’ "personal circle," "friend group,’

“social circle,’ "relationship,’ "personal behavior," "hierarchy,” "network of friends

Third party application
Purposive sampling

Figure 17. Graphical representation of keywords searched in subreddits. Source: Nzeribe, 2024.

Data Collection
Before I commenced my data collection, I applied to the Temple IRB and
received permission to conduct this research as exempt from human subject research. I
used a third-party application to scour “primarily public” (Proferes et al., 2021) posts on
the subreddit online communities that we identified with specified keywords. Any

keywords that speak to the research topic were flagged and analyzed using qualitative
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tools. The narrative analysis focused on the stories people tell, exploring how they
construct and communicate their identities through storytelling.

In Study 1, I examined personal anecdotes, shared experiences, and community
histories to understand how narratives contributed to group cohesion, identity affirmation,
and sense-making. This method provided insight into how individuals create meaning and
derive a sense of belonging through shared narratives.

Below are the subreddits with the description of their communities.

r/Identity (This subreddit is for discussion and argument regarding the
psychological importance of a Sense of Identity.)

r/Social Psychology (This is a place to discuss social psychology, as opposed to
the other sub-disciplines of psychology. Social psychology is the study of how one's
thoughts, feelings, behavior and identity is influenced by one's social context.)

r/privacy (The intersection of technology, privacy, and freedom in a digital
world.)

r/AskSocialScience (No description available)

r/psychology (A Reddit community for sharing and discussing science-based
psychological material.)

r/sociology (A community for academic sociology and sociological discussions.)

subreddit 'r/IdentityManagement' plus or minus a few small things.

nn

The keywords and phrases included the list "social identity", "social", "identity",

"image", "network", "social image", "social network". Because of no hits with these
keywords and the subreddits, I subsequently expanded the search to include "social

nn "non nn

identity", "social image", "social network", "individual behavior", "self-structure", "social
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structure",

nn nn nn nn

personal identity", "personal image", "self-image", "perception", "personal
circle", "friend group", "social circle", "relationship", "personal behavior", "hierarchy",
"network of friends" and to further run apps on these additional subreddits;

r/aznidentity: A New Era for Asian Americans and the Asian Diaspora around the
world.

The most active Asian-American community on the web. We serve the Asian
diaspora living anywhere in the West. We are Pan-Asian (East, Southeast, South) and
against all forms of anti-Asian racism. We help Asians make sense out of their own life
experiences, find a supportive like-minded community, and live the best possible life. We
emphasize our Asian identity, not to be used as pawns by any political ideology.

56,184 subscribers, a community for 7 years

r/socialskills: socialskills

A place to share your favorite social skills tips, ask for advice, or offer
encouragement to others on their social skills journey. Welcome aboard!

3,309,762 subscribers, a community for 13 years

r/socialanxiety: Social Anxiety

Distress in social situations causes impaired functioning in daily life. Triggered by
perceived or actual scrutiny from others. Physical symptoms may include blushing,
excess sweating, trembling, palpitations, and nausea, stammering, along, rapid speech,
panic attacks..

Introversion and shyness (personality characteristics) are not social anxiety

(mental distress).
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Socially anxious people may be shy/introverted, but shy/introverted people do not
necessarily have social anxiety

367,510 subscribers, a community for 13 years

r/teenagers: r/teenagers

r/teenagers is the biggest community forum run by teenagers for teenagers. Our
subreddit is primarily for discussions and memes that an average teenager would enjoy to
discuss about. We do not have any age-restriction in place but do keep in mind this is
targeted for users between the ages of 13 to 19.

Parents, teachers, and the like are welcomed to participate and ask any questions!

2,910,994 subscribers, a community for 12 years

r/Social_Psychology: We are not alone.

This is a place to discuss social psychology, as opposed to the other sub-
disciplines of psychology. Social psychology is the study of how one's thoughts, feelings,
behavior and identity is influenced by one's social context.

10,766 subscribers, a community for 10 years

r/unpopularopinion: For your Opinions that are Unpopular.

Got a burning unpopular opinion you want to share? Spark some discussions!

3,334,857 subscribers, a community for 11 years

r/socialwork: A Spot for Social Workers...

This community is for social workers and those interested in joining the social
work field! It is a place to ask for advice, share your frustrations, receive support, and

anything else related to the social work sector.
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Data Analysis
The application sifted through 15,000 posts and flagged two hundred and ninety-
three (293) entries related to the keywords that were searched. Further screening revealed
that 21 entries aligned with the research theme through their stories, shared experiences,
and community histories.
I deduced from the narrative analysis of the data that the following keywords

were instrumental to an individual’s social identity and these included "social image,”

”n »n

"social network,” "social structure,” "friend group,” "social circle,” "relationship,”

”Nn

"personal behavior,” "hierarchy,” "network of friends. Because they revolved around
“social network.” I manually explored the entries and revealed that few of them engaged
in fluid negotiation of their identities as well as seeking to belong by self-presentation
and peer influence. Thus, group dynamics from online friend groups and social circles
devolved around the power dynamics and hierarchy within the group. Hence, the
participants built social capital and exchanged resources, information, and support among
community members. Because users could be anonymous on Reddit online communities,
I looked at the implications of individuals' digital footprint on their social image and the
potential consequences for their privacy and personal security. I surmised that the
foregoing helped construct their social identity, which dictated the social media of their
choice.

Study 1 researched the impact of Social Identity on the adoption and use of Social
Media. The findings of Study 1, though interesting, were somewhat inconclusive. This

was because there is a relationship between Social Identity and Social Media but

determining the “impact” of social identity on the adoption and use of social media was a
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fluid concept. I also determined that “narrative qualitative analysis” was not the correct
tool to complete this research because the posts were not temporal, or focusing on how
the events and experiences unfolded over time. Further narrative analysis is interested in
the structure, coherence, and how individuals narrate their experiences. These were
contrary to the primary-public data corpus, which were discrete posts without structure or
coherence attributes. Narrative analysis also involves deep exploration of interviews or
survey matters, which was not possible because the posts were already being used out of
the original participant's context, and without any personal information to refer back to
the user, it was a challenge to dig any deeper with the primary-public posts. Therefore,
Study 1 did set the stage for Study 2.
Discussion
There was evidence of peer influence from analyzing the posts on the subreddits
that were examined. In addition, word-of-mouth recommendations from people within
one's social network greatly influenced the adoption and use of the subreddit online
communities as well as the prevalence of Reddit usage among one's social network,
which provided social proof that Reddit and a particular subreddit are valuable and worth
using. Few of the narratives were discussing relationships and being alienated from
family. They resonated with the theme of social comparisons and self-presentation, which
brings into focus the significance of social media and advocacy of gender identity issues.
Expectations of Research Contribution
This study contributed to the understanding and improvement of the digital
landscape. It informed stakeholders, including social media platforms, policymakers,

businesses, and educators, to create a more inclusive and effective online environment for
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all users. Furthermore, it fostered a better understanding of the social dynamics within

online communities and how social identities shape online interactions. This may help

address online discrimination, harassment, and exclusion based on social identity.
Limitations

Study 1 fell short of the expectation of determining how social identity impacted
the adoption and use of social media. This inconclusive finding resulted from the fact that
“impact” was a fluid concept. Second, using narrative analysis was an inadequate
qualitative tool to explore discrete and non-chronological posts. Study 2 would correct
these shortcomings by utilizing inductive analysis because the posts were discrete and
neither coherent nor chronological, but they were random.

Study 1 provided rich insights and represented a “thick description” and a vignette
of the larger social behavior since it was a snapshot of the lives of the participants.
Consequently, Study 1 served as a pilot study, setting the stage for Study 2.

Finally, I faced the challenge of being above the fray of shared experiences. This
derives from the “phenomenon of the double hermeneutic” in the construction of social
theory. According to Myers (2020), this phenomenon means that,

a qualitative researcher does not stand, as it were, outside of the subject
matter looking in; rather, he or she must struggle to grasp a world that has
already been meaningfully pre-structured by a group of fellow human
beings (Klein & Myers, 1999). Thus, understanding our data requires
significant effort and skill, which is where qualitative data analysis comes
in. (p. 206)
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CHAPTER 4

STUDY TWO

In response to the inconclusive outcomes of Study 1 and the identified limitations,
Study 2 was realigned to focus on the interplay between social identity formation and
social media adoption. Therefore, the subsequent study addressed the challenges of
analyzing discrete, non-chronological social media posts by adopting an inductive
qualitative analysis approach. Unlike deductive research, which tests predefined
hypotheses, or narrative analysis, which utilizes temporal data, inductive analysis allows
for the emergence of themes and patterns directly from the data, without the constraints
of prior theoretical frameworks (Creswell, 2013; Charmaz, 2014). This approach ensures
that any theory or conclusion is firmly rooted in the observed data, reflecting the actual
content and context of the social media interactions under study.

To broaden the scope of analysis, Study 2 incorporated a wider range of social
media platforms, including LinkedIn, Facebook, Snapchat, and X (formerly Twitter), to
explore diverse contexts of social identity expression and adoption. However, the
ephemeral nature of Snapchat's content and the privacy policies of LinkedIn and
Facebook presented significant challenges to data retrieval, necessitating the use of
alternative methods, such as surveys or interviews, particularly for professional networks
like LinkedIn. Those qualitative tools were not utilized in this study.

Despite these challenges, successful data extraction was achieved from X
(formerly Twitter) through third-party applications, enabling the compilation of a

substantial data corpus that included 1,490 tweets and 60,942 posts from various
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subreddits. This expanded dataset underwent a meticulous process of cleaning and
anonymization to remove any personally identifiable information, adhering to ethical
research standards, before being uploaded to NVivo for coding and analysis.

The analysis aimed to address two primary research questions: RQ1 How does
Social Identity Formation influence Social Media Adoption? And RQ2 How does Social
Media Adoption Influence Social Identity Formation? By examining posts in the data
corpus across different platforms, the study sought to uncover the nuanced dynamics of
how individuals form their social identities online and the reciprocal influence of social
media adoption on this process.

Research Methodology

In Study 2, the data corpus was compiled from platform X and a selection of
subreddits—namely "Friend Group," "Self-Image," "Perception," and "Social Circle."
This comprehensive dataset underwent a rigorous process of collection, cleaning, and
subsequent upload to NVivo for detailed coding and analysis, aiming to address the
research questions centered on the dynamics between social identity formation and social
media adoption.

Employing an iterative coding process, the study systematically identified themes
guided by grounded theory principles (Charmaz, 2014). This approach emphasizes
generating theory through data, necessitating a flexible yet rigorous examination of the
data corpus. The analysis proceeded through coding and theme generation cycles,
adhering to the methodology of thematic analysis as described by Braun and Clarke
(2006), which facilitates the identification of patterns within data concerning the research

questions. The process continued iteratively until reaching a point of saturation—a stage

51



where no new themes or relevant data emerged, indicating a comprehensive
understanding of the dataset (Saunders et al., 2018). This methodological approach
ensured that the findings were robustly grounded in the empirical data, providing
insightful answers to the research questions based on a thorough analysis of the social

media content.

STUDY 2

Methodology DATA CORPUS: 62,429 POST

AN

4 N

. S N J
& N B
KEY
- AN J M Friend group: 41,959 W Self-image: 1,537

[ Perception: 10,864 M Social circle: 6,582

Research questions .
(RQ1) How does social identity formation influence social media adoption? X Data corpus: 1,490

(RQ2) How does social media adoption influence social identity formation?

Figure 18. Graphical summary of Study 2. Source: Nzeribe, 2024.

The summary graphical representation above shows that the data was collected, cleaned,
uploaded in NVivo, and coded. It also contains the data corpus pie chart display and the
research questions.
Data Collection
Before I commenced my data collection, I applied to the Temple IRB and
received permission to conduct this research as exempt from human-subjects research.

(See Appendix B.) My data collection used a third-party application to scour “primarily
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public” (Proferes et al., 2021) posts on the subreddit online communities that I identified
with specified keywords. Any keywords relevant to the research topic were flagged and
analyzed using qualitative tools.

The selection of Reddit as a platform for conducting Study 2 is grounded in its
substantial user engagement and diverse community structure. According to (Smith,
2023), Reddit has over 330 million monthly active users, generating approximately 14
billion screen views and engaging in 46.7 million searches daily. Thus, Reddit stands as a
fertile ground for data collection and analysis (Aaron, 2014). This platform ranks among
the top ten most frequented sites in the United States, underscoring its prominence in
digital culture (What Is Reddit? 2021). Reddit's architecture facilitates the sharing of
links, pictures, and textual content among members, characterized by a unique lexicon of
slang, acronyms, and abbreviations that enrich the qualitative data available for research
(Stegner, 2019; What Is Reddit?, 2021).

The decision to utilize Reddit extends beyond these metrics to its intricate system
of over 138,000 active communities or subreddits, each with its own thematic focus and
governance by moderators and administrators. This structure allows for targeted access to
specific groups, yielding rich descriptive data and insights into member engagement and
interaction dynamics (Kozinets, 2000). Furthermore, Reddit's subreddit system, a lexical
combination of "sub" (implying a subdivision) and "Reddit," facilitates a granular
approach to community studies, enabling researchers to delve into niche topics and
observe authentic interactions within well-defined, self-regulated groups (Aaron, 2014;

What Is Reddit?, 2021).
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Additionally, Reddit's value for academic research is augmented by its role as a
barometer for public opinion, trends, and the spread of information across a broad
spectrum of subjects, making it an indispensable tool for studies in social sciences, digital
communication, and information technology. The platform's open nature and the
anonymized identity of its users offer a unique environment for observing naturalistic
behavior, discourse patterns, and the formation of community norms, free from the social
desirability bias often present in more traditional research settings.

Data Selection

Observational data was collected using the same keywords as in Study 1 through
third-party applications in the selected online communities. This involved monitoring
discussions, posts, and other forms of interaction without actively engaging with
community members. The selection of online communities was based on the following:

e Relevance to the research questions
e Diversity in membership

e Level of activity and engagement

e Accessibility for research purposes

The communities chosen for this study offered a rich context for exploring social
identity formation and social media adoption. They were diverse in terms of age,
ethnicity, and interests and provided a broad spectrum of social identities. Moreover,
these communities were highly active, which ensured a substantial amount of data for
analysis.

I employed a purposive sampling strategy to select the following Reddit

communities most relevant to the research questions and X platform. Within these
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communities, threads, and posts were sampled based on their relevance to social identity
formation and social media adoption.
Data Analysis

According to Bryne (2021) “Codes are understood to represent the researcher’s
interpretations of patterns of meaning across the dataset.” (p3) Therefore, “the process of
coding (and theme development) is flexible and organic, and very often will evolve
throughout the analytical process” (Braun et al., 2019; Bryne 2021, p3).

In Study 2, I employed thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2019)
reflexive approach. This method is particularly suited for exploring complex phenomena
like the interplay between social identity formation and social media adoption due to its
flexibility and depth in analyzing qualitative data. The analysis unfolds in six distinct
phases:

Familiarization with the Data: Initially, a thorough engagement with the
collected data was undertaken, involving repeated readings to gain an in-depth
understanding. This step is crucial for identifying significant patterns relevant to the
research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2019).

Generating Initial Codes: This phase involved systematically coding the data set
and marking segments of data that appeared significant for answering the research
questions. Coding was performed with an open, inductive approach, ensuring that
interpretations were closely linked to the data (Braun & Clarke, 2012; Braun et al., 2016).

Generating Themes: After coding, data segments were organized into potential

themes that captured shared meanings across the dataset. This process required a creative
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analytical act of identifying core commonalities that formed the basis of thematic
categories (Braun & Clarke, 2012).

Reviewing Themes: Each potential theme was critically evaluated to ensure it
represented a coherent pattern in relation to the dataset and the research objectives. This
involved a two-level review process, assessing both themes' internal coherence and
significance to the overall dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2012).

Defining and Naming Themes: This phase focused on refining each theme,
determining the essence of what each theme represented, and selecting illustrative data
extracts. The aim was to define themes in a way that provided a clear and compelling
narrative of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2012).

Producing the Report: The final phase involved weaving the themes into a
coherent narrative, ensuring that the report accurately reflected the analysis and findings.
The order and presentation of themes were carefully considered to build a logical and
impactful narrative that addressed the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2012).

These keywords -friend group, perception, self-image, and social circle are
relevant in examining the relationship between social identity and social media and tie
into the exploration in the following ways.

Self-image refers to how individuals perceive themselves, which can be both
shaped by and reflected in their social media usage. For instance, users often curate their
online presence to reflect a particular self-image they want to project. Conversely,
interactions and experiences on social media platforms can also affect a user's self-

perception.

56



In the context of social media, a social circle refers to a group of individuals with
whom a user frequently interacts. This could include friends, family, colleagues, or other
individuals with shared interests. The nature and dynamics of a user's social circle can
significantly influence their social identity, as individuals often define themselves partly
through their relationships with others.

Perception refers to both self-perception and the perception of others. How
individuals perceive themselves might influence their online behavior, while how others
perceive them can shape their social identity on these platforms. Understanding
perceptions can provide deep insights into the relationship between social identity and
social media.

Furthermore, a friend group is much like a "social circle," which gives insight into
the group dynamics that affect a user's social identity. Friend groups on social media
might be a source of support, validation, or conflict, all of which can shape a user's sense
of self and identity.

The data corpus of 62,429 posts was converted from CSV files to Excel files and
cleaned. The cleaning involved stripping the posts of identifiable information and
removal of duplicated posts in the data corpus. The data also contained repetitions that
had nothing to do with the research questions. So, I removed or ignored them and carried
out the coding.

Findings
The interplay between social identity formation and social media adoption is a

complex, dynamic, and reciprocal relationship that shapes individuals' experiences and
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interactions online. This study's two main research questions offer unique yet
interconnected insights into how this under-researched relationship unfolds.

I set up the containers for RQ1 and RQ2 and extracted information from the posts
relevant to the research questions. The first round of codes for RQ1 was then
consolidated and was categorized to generate five themes (Adu, 2019). The same
procedure was applied to RQ2. Table 1 provides an overview of codes and themes for
research question 1: How does social identity formation influence social media adoption?

The theme “Avoiding negative atmosphere” implied that the individual had issues
with their environment. According to the quote, “They have big social circles and lots of
women who like them. But they go out of their way to show their dislike of me. Why?
And how can I stop it?” Thus, the need to avoid the environment drove them to the friend
group, searching for answers. Therefore, "Avoiding negative atmosphere" indicates that
users may adopt and use social media to circumvent negativity, suggesting that their
social identity may be closely linked to their desire for positive social interactions.

The second theme, “Establishing and maintaining a relationship,” enthused the
individual to adopt social media because of the role social media plays in facilitating
interpersonal connections. According to the quote, “Most of our interactions are of us
saying "Hi how are ya" [sic] or technique-related conversations. I have asked people
about what they're doing later that day or later in the week to try and see if I can invite
myself along; however, this never really goes anywhere.” From this comment, the
individual is having difficulty making friends at work and is getting frustrated. Therefore,
as part of their social identities, users seek to create and maintain relationships in the

digital sphere, emphasizing the importance of social bonds in shaping online behavior.
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Table 1 RQI Codes and Themes.

Codes

Avoiding negative atmosphere
Establishing and maintaining a relationship

Being in an abusive family
Experiencing bullying by friends
Experiencing toxic relationships with friends
Expressing a sense of helplessness
Expressing vulnerability

Fear of missing out (FOMO)

Seeking for advice

Seeking for help

Self Doubt and insecurity

Shame

Sharing frustration, fears and concerns
Creating a favorable persona

Lack of friendship interest

Loneliness

Seeking for acceptance

Seeking for validation
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Themes
Avoiding negative
atmosphere
Establishing and
maintaining a relationship
Experiencing abuse from
family and friends

Expressing vulnerability to
seek support

Seeking acceptance and
validation



The third theme is “Experiencing abuse from family and friends.” This
underscores the influence of the user's social identity on their social media experience.
Since family is part of one's social identity, it is obvious that abuse from family and
friends would influence the adoption and use of social media. As the quote showed, the
individual had challenges at home. “My family life is horrible. I will not get into it
because it's a lot. But it involves constant sexual, physical, and mental abuse.” In varied
ways, they pointed to an unstable home life that probably drove them to seek succor
online. This second quote from the same individual underscored this opinion. Referring
to her mom, “She's very loud, and she screams at the top of her lungs. I've never had a
single normal conversation with her that didn't involve her yelling at me or hitting me,
and she likes to remind me that I would be better off dead and that I'm apparently just
like my father.” Thus, abusive behaviors, whether from family members or friends, can
influence users' perception of their online environment and identity within it.

The fourth theme is “Expressing vulnerability to seek support.” This is the
dominant theme that underpins how users may use social media as a platform to express
feelings of vulnerability and seek help. Made up of first-level codes, one of which is
“seeking for advice,” individuals were motivated to use social media to seek advice. The
following quote: “Well, if you ever felt lonely and overcame it, how did you do it? I
really need some advice,” explained the desolate situation. This second quote also
focused on the search for advice from social media: As the quote said, “What do I do? I
am extremely lonely, and I want to associate the word "friend" with something other than
my last friend group.” This suggests that social identity can be deeply tied to emotional

well-being and the use of social media as a support system.
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Further to expressing vulnerability to seek support, the word tree captured the
post of someone asking, “What do I do?” in which she was extremely lonely and asked if

people were in that situation and overcame it and how they did it.

Text Search Query - Results Preview

close friends ) well if u ever felt | want to associate the word
>' lonely — and <
What do | do ? | am extremely overcame it how did u do

Figure 19. Word tree for “Lonely.” (Nzeribe, 2024)

The fifth theme is “Seeking for acceptance and validation.” This suggests that
users' social identity formation often drives their need for approval and affirmation on
social media. As the name implies, the individuals were seeking acceptance because they
probably felt underappreciated in their current situation. The following quote makes it
obvious. “I'm a chill person. I don't say dumb shit, and I'm not a negative person irl,
contrary to what my online presence is. I'm sick of being alone. I'm sick of seeing
everyone in love. I'm sick of seeing shit about people having sex or a relationship on this
sub pop into my feed when I need to take my mind off of things. I go on here to escape
my issues, not be reminded of them every other post in my feed. Nobody likes me for me.
I have no value. And frankly, I can barely take any more shit.” [sic] Hence, it illustrates
how the desire for acceptance and validation, inherent in social identities, can
significantly shape our behavior online.

Figure 20 is a graphical representation or RQ1, of the themes plotted against their
frequencies. It shows the dominance of the theme “Expressing vulnerability to seek

support.”

61



The converse research question is RQ2: How does social media adoption
influence social identity formation? Like the instance above, the first-level codes were
generated and categorized into themes. Table 2 provides an overview of themes based on
the second research question. The first theme is “Receiving support from friends.” The
implication of the availability of support on social media from friends meant individuals
would gravitate to social media; thus, social media adoption influenced social identity
formation. In this quote, the individual expressed gratitude for the “random kindness”:

“So I can't really begin to explain how much I cherished these people. I really did.”

Frequency (Code Count)
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8
2 -
Themes

Avoiding negative Establishing Experiencing Expressing Seeking
atmosphere and maintaining abuse from family vulnerability to acceptance
a relationship and friends seek support and validation

Figure 20. RQ1 Graphical representation of Themes and Frequency count. (Nzeribe, 2024)
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The second theme is “Struggling with self-doubt and self-image.” Since social
media could validate as well as vilify, it is evident how devastated the social identity of
the individual who put up this post would have been affected. “I have self-image issues,
and when I last posted a picture of myself here, everyone just mocked my appearance.” "
It highlights how social media can provoke uncertainties about one's self-concept and

social position, illustrating the potential impact of online experiences on users' sense of

identity.

Table 2 RQ2 Codes and Themes

Codes Themes

e Receiving support from friends Receiving support from friends

e Experiencing self-doubt Struggling with self-doubt and self-
e Struggling with Self Image image

e Fighting against stereotype Not being valued

e @Given an unflattering image

e Verbal abuse

e Being singled out

e False sense of belonging

e Having the sense of being ignored

e Freely expressing personal opinion Freely expressing opinions and

e Providing advice based on sharing personal experiences
personal experience

e Maintaining anonymity to share Anonymously sharing bad experiences
vulnerability and vulnerability

e Sharing bad experience

The third theme is “Not being valued.” This is the dominant theme for RQ2, and
it encompasses a lot of social identity formation deprecating slant. It underscores users'
struggles to challenge stereotypes imposed upon them in the digital sphere, emphasizing
the dynamic and contentious process of social identity formation and negotiation on
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social media. It also indicates that unfavorable representations on social media can alter
users' self-perception, further emphasizing the potential of social media to influence
users' social identities. I will share a few of the posts from individuals whose social
identity may be adversely influenced by inferring from their posts. The first is “Often |
feel singled out in a group, usually by someone who seems like they want to be seen as
an alpha or hyper-masculine.” This indicates that negative experiences on social media,
such as exclusion or ostracization, can potentially affect one's self-perception and social
identity. Another post shared, “I got told that people find me annoying and loud and I
look weird. My old bestie and now just friend stopped talking to me for a while because
of the weird looks she got and still gets when around me. People avoid me a lot, too.”
This is social media adoption influencing social identity formation.

The fourth theme is “Freely expressing opinions and sharing personal
experiences.” It is known that social media is an arena of “collective intelligence” thus it
individuals could benefit from these personal experiences and opinions that were freely
shared on social media which could positively influence social identity. This post
subsumes the importance of such a role on social media platforms: “Ask yourself this the
next time that you feel anxious about being seen. Anxious about being you. Anxious
about a decision you know you need to make. Because along with the anxiety are some
pretty strong voices inside your head. "I'm just awkward," "I can't handle the pressure",
"I'm not confident enough", "I'm afraid to get rejected."”

The final theme is “Anonymously sharing bad experiences and vulnerability.”
This is a critical theme of social media adoption and social identity formation because it

gives the opportunity to try things out. To anonymously compare oneself against others
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and be vulnerable. This is captured by this post: “Hi, I’'m new here, I don't know where to
start. I don't even know if I do ok posting this here. Anyway. I assume that I'm
anonymous, so it should be "easy" [sic]”

Figure 21 offers a graphical representation of the themes plotted against their

frequencies. It shows the dominance of the theme “Not being valued.”
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Figure 21. RQ2 Graphical representation of Themes and Frequency count. (Nzeribe, 2024)

The dynamic relationship between social identity formation and social media
adoption underscores the transformative influence of technology on human behavior and
self-perception. Social media platforms provide unprecedented opportunities for

individuals to discover, join, and interact with various social groups based on shared
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interests, beliefs, or experiences. Because they offer spaces for individuals to experiment
with different facets of their identity, leading to a complex, evolving process of identity
formation (Zhao et al., 2008). This fluidity and multiplicity of identity online can, in turn,
influence individuals' offline identities, as virtual and real-life identities co-construct each
other (Turkle, 2011). Figure 22 shows in textual analytical form, the significance,

emphasis, and frequency of some dominant words that express the emotions in the posts.

Figure 22. Word cloud of the keywords. (Nzeribe, 2024)

The word “friend” for instance, is dominant and underscores how social media
has come to fill contemporary lives with illusions of companionship.

Reviewing RQ2 (i.e., How does Social Media Adoption influence Social Identity
Formation?) shows that the themes of giving an unflattering image and being singled out

could force someone to fight against stereotypes or experience self-doubt — “...So I tend

66



to think that people perceive me as boring or even dumb. I understand that it might be an
assumption on my part, perhaps from my own perception of self.” Hence, self-doubt
could lead to a recalibration of self-presentation/social identity. Thus, social media
adoption could influence social identity formation.

I gleaned from these primary “public” posts that there is anxiety about acceptance
and a negative environment, including abusive relationships with family and friends.
These stressors amount to bullying, which also could be in cyberspace (cyberbullying).
According to Schonfeld et al. 2023,

The unprecedented exposure of today's youth to the Internet and
technology carries many benefits but also risks, such as cyberbullying and
online predation. The incidences of both cyberbullying and adolescent
suicide are rising in the United States, with recent Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention data showing that 14.9 percent of adolescents have
been cyberbullied and 13.6 percent of adolescents have made a serious
suicide attempt. Cyberbullying has been associated with the suicide of a
victim in several recent cases, a phenomenon that has been newly termed
cyberbullicide. (Schonfeld et al., 2023)

Thus, the exponential growth in social media use has intensified the cyberbullying issue,
leading to a worrying rise in fatal incidents. Increased connectivity and anonymity
provided by these platforms have escalated the instances and severity of bullying.
Individuals are subjected to harsh and harmful content, often regarding body shaming,
that significantly impacts their mental health. In some extreme cases, this has tragically
led to fatalities due to depression and suicide.
Discussion

Proposition

From the review of the findings of RQ1 (i.e., How does social identity formation

influence social media adoption?), I propose that when people are lonely, they seek
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support and comfort from social media. The proposition integrates findings from the
study within Social Identity Theory (SIT), Social Categorization Theory (SCT), and Self-
Presentation Theory. These theoretical perspectives provide a foundation for
understanding how social media can serve as a source of comfort and support, and also a
platform for social connection for individuals experiencing loneliness. Below are the
scholarly references supporting these theories and their relevance to the study.

Social Identity Theory (SIT) (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This foundational work
articulates how individuals derive a part of their self-concept from their perceived
membership in social groups, which can influence their behaviors and attitudes, including
seeking out similar others on social media platforms.

Social Categorization Theory (SCT) (Turner et al., 1987). This theory expands on
SIT by explaining how individuals categorize themselves and others into groups, which
can lead to a sense of belonging. It supports the idea that social media can provide a
space for individuals to connect with like-minded users, thereby reducing feelings of
loneliness.

Self-Presentation Theory (SPT) (Goffman, 1959). This theory suggests that
individuals manage their self-image in social interactions, translating to online behavior
where users curate their digital personas. This theory underpins the notion that social
media allows individuals to express themselves in ways that attract social support and
connections, offering a potential buffer against loneliness.

Together, these theories offer a comprehensive framework for understanding how
and why individuals experiencing loneliness might engage with social media for support

and social connection. Social Identity and Social Categorization Theories highlight the

68



importance of group affiliations and identity in online interactions, while Self-
Presentation Theory provides insight into how individuals navigate social media
environments to manage perceptions of their identity.

Therefore, the study suggests that individuals experiencing loneliness may turn to
social media platforms as a source of support and comfort and as a space for establishing
connections and engaging with communities that share similar interests or experiences.
The interaction with these digital communities can provide a sense of belonging and
social inclusion, potentially mitigating feelings of isolation. However, the quality of
online interactions and the authenticity of online connections play critical roles in
determining whether social media usage ameliorates or exacerbates feelings of loneliness.

In relation to the proposition that individuals experiencing loneliness might turn
to social media for support and community, Reer et al. (2019) added a critical layer of
understanding by highlighting the potential psychological pitfalls associated with social
media use. It underscores examining the presence of social media as a tool for
connection, the quality of interactions, and the psychological mechanisms at play that can
influence an individual's well-being.

Their findings suggest that while social media platforms can offer spaces for
connection and engagement, the dynamics of social comparison and FOMO may
contribute to adverse mental health outcomes. This aligns with the broader discussion on
how social media use, although potentially supportive, can also exacerbate feelings of
loneliness, anxiety, and depression when interactions foster negative social comparisons

or enhance the anxiety of being excluded from social activities.
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Vogel et al. (2014) delved into the complexities of how social comparison
processes, exacerbated by social media use, can impact self-esteem. The authors argue
that social media platforms, by facilitating constant exposure to curated images and
narratives of others' lives, create an environment ripe for social comparison. Individuals
may compare their achievements, appearances, and lifestyles with their peers, often
leading to decreased self-esteem when they perceive themselves as less successful or
attractive. This phenomenon underscores one of the potential negative impacts of social
media on mental health, highlighting the dual-edged nature of digital social interactions.
Reform Section 230

Based on the findings of RQ2 on mental health, I recommend reforming Section
230 of the Communications Decency Act 1996, enacted almost three decades ago.
Arising from the unintended consequences of social media on mental health, body
shaming, and cyberbullying, there are policy and legal debates on reforming Section 230.
Marketing

From the findings, social identities are curated on social media. Those interactions
generate information in the form of demographics, including gender, race, ethnicity,
occupation, and related social and cultural affiliations and memberships. The social
media platforms use this data to create online personae for marketing purposes. As a
practitioner, -publisher, and social media advertiser, I create custom audiences facilitated
by Meta (formerly Facebook), which uses data from page visits and other varied
information sources like mailing lists, visits to websites, and reactions to posts to create a
lookalike audience. For illustrative purposes, Figure 23 includes direct screenshots of the

dialogue box used for creating a lookalike audience.
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Hence, Meta’s (formerly Facebook) business model relies heavily on targeted
advertising, which uses sophisticated algorithms to deliver ads to users based on their
online behavior, preferences, and, crucially, their social identities. By analyzing the
interplay between social identity formation and social media adoption, Meta offers
marketers the ability to reach specific segments of its vast user base with personalized
advertising that resonates with their identities and interests. Thus, the platform’s Custom
Audiences feature allows advertisers to target ads based on detailed criteria, including
demographics, interests, and behaviors, ensuring that marketing messages are highly
relevant and engaging to the intended audience.

However, the effectiveness of Meta’s targeted advertising also highlights the need
for ethical considerations and transparency in how user data is utilized for marketing
purposes. The Cambridge Analytica scandal served as a wake-up call, prompting, then,
Facebook to introduce more stringent data privacy measures and to give users greater
control over their information, illustrating the ongoing tension between marketing
innovation and the imperative to protect users’ social identities and privacy online. This
buttresses the role of social identity and social media's significant influence on political

engagement, consumer behavior, social activism, and mental health discourse.
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Create a lookalike audience X
Select your lookalike source -

Select an existing audience or data source

Create new source w

Select audience location

Q, Search for regions or countries Browse

Select audience size
Number of lookalike audiences @

® A 1% lookalike consists of the people most similar to your lookalike audience source.
Increasing the percentage creates a bigger, broader audience.

-

Create a Facebook page custom audience X

Include Accounts Center accounts whomeet  Any w  Of the following criteria:

Page

& FunTimes Magazine v

Events

Everyone who engaged with your Page v

Retention @

365 days

@ Include more people @ Exclude people

Audience Name

Lookalike Audience 18/50

-

Descriotion - Optional

Figure 23. Screenshots of Meta lookalike process dialogue boxes.
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Voting Patterns: Social Media in the 2020 U.S. Presidential Election

The 2020 U.S. presidential election saw both major political campaigns
extensively using social media to mobilize voters, particularly amid the COVID-19
pandemic. Social media platforms were crucial for disseminating information, engaging
with voters, and rallying support. The use of targeted ads and personalized content based
on users' social identities and preferences underscored the role of social media in
influencing voting behavior. Moreover, platforms like X (formerly Twitter) and Meta
(formerly Facebook) implemented policies to combat misinformation and promote voter
education, reflecting their growing role in democratic processes (Kreiss & McGregor,
2021). Indeed, FunTimes Magazine got grants from the Independence Public Media
Foundation (IPMF) to counter misinformation/Disinformation around COVID-19
vaccination and concomitantly disseminate information on mitigating vaccine hesitancy
among the African Diaspora community.
Consumer Behavior: Sustainability and Ethical Consumption Movements

Social media-driven movements have increasingly influenced consumer behavior,
advocating for sustainability and ethical consumption. Hashtags such as #ShopLocal,
#SustainableFashion, and #ZeroWaste have gained popularity, encouraging consumers to
make purchasing decisions that align with their values around environmental
conservation and ethical business practices. Brands that transparently communicate their
sustainability efforts on social media have seen a positive response from consumers,
indicating a shift towards more conscious consumerism (Bhaduri & Ha-Brookshire,

2021).
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Social Activism: Black Lives Matter (BLM)

The resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement in 2020, particularly
following the murder of George Floyd, is a potent example of social activism fueled by
social media. Viral videos and hashtags helped mobilize worldwide protests against racial
injustice and police brutality, highlighting social media's power in amplifying social
causes. The movement also influenced policy discussions and corporate practices
regarding diversity, equity, and inclusion (Freelon et al., 2020).

Mental Health: Online Support Communities and Awareness Campaigns

According to the CDC,

Suicide rates increased approximately 36% between 2000-2021. Suicide
was responsible for 48,183 deaths in 2021, which is about one death every
11 minutes. The number of people who think about or attempt suicide is
even higher. In 2021, an estimated 12.3 million American adults seriously
thought about suicide, 3.5 million planned a suicide attempt, and 1.7
million attempted suicide. (Richesson et al., 2021)

Figure 24 shows the stats of suicide ideation and completion. It also displays the
988 Crisis Lifeline inaugurated by President Biden in July 2022.

I am the publisher of FunTimes Magazine LLC, and FunTimes Magazine
collaborated with Knight-Lenfest Local News Transformation Fund to promote this
federal crisis number for people with mental health issues to call or text 988, instead of
dialing 911. The awareness campaign also included education concerning misinformation

in the African Diaspora community.
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Figure 24. Suicide is a serious public health problem. Source: CDC, 2022.

According to Ekwunife (2022), such tragic incidents could be predicted by
analyzing Twitter posts before and after mass shootings. Thus, preemptive Al chatbots
could patrol the cyber world and flag suspicious posts. Research in this area could also
inform the development of healthier online spaces that encourage positive engagement
while minimizing the negative aspects of social media use, such as cyberbullying or
addiction.

Further to the review of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989), social media
platforms provided increased visibility and representation for individuals across the
gender spectrum, particularly for those identifying as non-binary, transgender, or gender
non-conforming. Sharing personal narratives and experiences with gender identity on
social media can generate greater understanding, empathy, and acceptance.

From the findings, media platforms facilitate the formation of supportive online
communities and networks where individuals can exchange advice, experiences, and
resources, thus fostering a sense of belonging and solidarity among gender-diverse
individuals. In addition, social media provides a powerful tool for community-building. It

enables traditionally marginalized or underrepresented groups to connect, share
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experiences, and engage in collective action. The role of social media in connecting
individuals and fostering networks has significant implications for the pursuit of equity
and inclusion, disseminating information, resources, and action steps related to DEI, and
helping to foster greater awareness and understanding among wider populations.

Figure 25 demonstrates the intersections that underscore Crenshaw's (1989)
““Demarginalizing the Intersection” as provisional, one way to approach the problem of
intersectionality” (Carbado et al., 2013). For example, Gender Identification intersects
with Diversity; therefore, at space “A,” someone could have both the banner of minority
and non-binary. By the same token, someone in the space “D” could claim parts of
Diversity, Equity, and/or Inclusion. As mentioned in the literature review, a Black
woman who is in a difficult economic circumstance may be differentiated from a White
woman who has riches.

Despite these benefits, there are also significant challenges associated with the
role of social media in DEI. Social media platforms often create "echo chambers" where
users are exposed primarily to content that aligns with their existing views, limiting
exposure to diverse perspectives and potentially reinforcing biases. Hence, online spaces
can be rife with cyberbullying, harassment, and hate speech, which disproportionately
affect marginalized individuals and groups, exacerbating exclusion rather than fostering

equity and inclusion.
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Figure 25. DEI are components of Social Identity. (Nzeribe, 2024)
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There is also the prevalence of misinformation on social media platforms which can be
detrimental to DEI efforts. False or biased narratives can rapidly spread, potentially
reinforcing stereotypes, creating divisions, or inciting discrimination.

Indeed, issues of race, gender, DEI, and other freedoms have been a flashpoint in
America’s storied history of freedoms and democracy, because White privilege, White
supremacy, and systemic racism had been unyielding. As Peter Drucker observed, culture
eats good intentions for lunch. That can be seen in the ways that the systemic oppressive
and suppressive White culture has sidelined the already halthearted DEI policies thrown
at it.

The rhetoric has taken a life of its own with catchphrases like “Go Woke, Go
Broke” by the political right. Indeed, according to Yahoo Finance, “Billionaire Chamath
Palihapitiya suggests that Northeast cities like NYC, Boston are hemorrhaging income
because of political ideology — all while the South keeps booming” (para 2) because
“Go woke, go broke.” Thus, it is true that the ubiquity of social media has also facilitated
greater awareness and engagement in these debates, particularly among younger
demographics. It has been instrumental in mobilizing social justice movements and
enabling marginalized voices to participate in the national dialogue, thereby challenging
dominant narratives and encouraging a re-evaluation of American identity. Freelon et al.
(2016) found that individuals viewed social media’s primary use as education,
amplification of marginalized voices, and structural police reform. These stats from
Freelon et al. showed social media was critical in boosting #BlackLivesMatter among
other collective activism related issues:

In 2014, a dedicated activist movement — Black Lives Matter (BLM) —
ignited an urgent national conversation about police killings of unarmed
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Black citizens. Online tools have been anecdotally credited as critical in
this effort, but researchers are only beginning to evaluate this claim. This
research report examines the movement’s uses of online media in 2014
and 2015.

*Although the #Blacklivesmatter hashtag was created in July 2013, it was
rarely used through the summer of 2014 and did not come to signify a
movement until the months after the Ferguson protests.

*Social media posts by activists were essential in spreading Michael
Brown’s story nationally.

* Protesters and their supporters were generally able to circulate their own
narratives on Twitter without relying on mainstream news outlets.

* There are six major communities that consistently discussed police
brutality on Twitter in 2014 and 2015: Black Lives Matter,
Anonymous/Bipartisan Report, Black Entertainers, Conservatives,
Mainstream News, and Young Black Twitter.

* The vast majority of the communities we observed supported justice for
the victims and decisively denounced police brutality.

* Black youth discussed police brutality frequently on Twitter, but in ways
that differed substantially from how activists discussed it. (Freelon et al.
2016)

Ultimately, this identity crisis, steeped in culture wars and debates around Critical
Race Theory, is a reflection of a nation grappling with its evolving demographics, socio-
political changes, and history of racial inequality. While these are challenging times, they
also present an opportunity for growth and evolution toward a more inclusive and
equitable understanding of American identity. To do so requires navigating these
turbulent waters with empathy, open-mindedness, and critical thinking underpinned by

reliable, well-sourced information.
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As Harriot (2022) put it,

This, my friend, is the oxymoron of America. And that is the lesson for
2022. The only reliable thing in America is the recurring racial backlash;
everything else is sermon and song. Progress is fragile. Momentum is
fleeting. This country is not a pendulum; it is a metronome. And King was
right: We shall overcome. He was also correct when he told the audience
at the National Cathedral that “truth, crushed to the ground, will rise again.
(para 24)

The study of the interplay between social identity formation and social media
adoption holds significant practical implications across various domains, including
mental health interventions, educational settings, marketing strategies, and the
development of digital citizenship policies.

First, understanding how social media influences social identity formation can
guide the creation of mental health interventions that address issues of self-esteem,
cyberbullying, and social isolation. For instance, programs can be designed to educate
users about the impacts of social comparison and to foster online environments that
support positive self-conception and resilience (Valkenburg et al., 2006).

In educational contexts, insights into social identity dynamics on social media can
inform the development of curricula that promote digital literacy and responsible online
behavior. Educators can leverage these insights to discuss the importance of critical
engagement with social media and to encourage students to reflect on their online

identities (Greenhow & Lewin, 2016).
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From a marketing perspective, understanding the role of social identity in social
media adoption can aid in the creation of more targeted and authentic advertising
strategies. Brands can harness the power of social identity by aligning their marketing
efforts with the values and interests of specific social groups, thereby fostering deeper
connections with their audience (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).

Finally, the study has implications for policymaking, particularly in the
development of regulations that protect users from online harassment and misinformation
while promoting inclusivity and diversity. Policymakers can use these insights to craft
guidelines that encourage positive social interactions and safeguard against the negative
impacts of social media on identity formation (Livingstone, 2008).

Limitations

This research encountered several limitations inherent in studying social media
interactions, particularly those related to context, anonymity, and the interpretative
challenges of netnography. A primary challenge was the analysis of public posts on X
(formerly Twitter), where the brevity and standalone nature of tweets often led to the
decontextualization of the original message. The constrained character limit on X posts
means that nuanced meanings or the context intended by the original poster may be
misconstrued or lost in analysis, presenting a significant obstacle to understanding the
full spectrum of social identity expression on the platform (Kozinets, 2015).

Similarly, on Reddit, the anonymity and episodic nature of posts seeking help
complicate longitudinal analysis. While these posts provide rich data for netnographic
study (Kozinets, 2006; Proferes, 2021), the lack of follow-up information on whether and

how users' requests for help were addressed limits the ability to trace the outcomes of
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such interactions. The anonymity afforded by Reddit, while protecting users' privacy,
further restricts the possibility of engaging with individuals for follow-up interviews, thus
obscuring the continuity of their online experiences and interventions.

Additionally, the transition of users between platforms poses another
methodological challenge. For instance, if an individual leaves one platform due to
negative experiences, such as bullying, and subsequently joins another platform, tracking
these movements without personally identifiable information is not feasible. This gap
underscores the difficulty of capturing the entirety of an individual's digital footprint or
the impacts of social media on their social identity and well-being.

This study also grappled with the "phenomenon of the double hermeneutic"
(Myers, 2020), which underscores the qualitative researcher's challenge in interpreting
data that is already imbued with meaning by its creators. This phenomenon points to the
inherent subjectivity and complexity in analyzing social media content, as researchers
must navigate the pre-existing interpretations and significances attached to the data by its
original authors (Klein & Myers, 1999). This interpretative challenge is further
compounded by social media posts not being designed for research purposes,
necessitating a nuanced and critical approach to data analysis.

To summarize, these limitations reflect the intricate dynamics of studying social
media interactions and the methodological challenges of conducting research in online
spaces characterized by anonymity, transience, and the rich but often elusive meanings

embedded in digital communications.
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

Expected Research Contribution

This study has critically examined the nexus between social identity formation
and social media adoption, engaging with foundational theories such as Self-Presentation
Theory (SPT) (Goffman, 1959), Social Identity Theory (SIT) (Tajfel & Turner, 1979),
Self-Categorization Theory (SCT) (Turner, 1987), and the concept of Intersectionality
(Crenshaw, 1989), all of which predate the digital age. By integrating these seminal
perspectives with contemporary social media contexts, this research illuminates the
complex dynamics of online identity construction and group affiliation, thus contributing
to the nascent body of knowledge in a domain that has evolved significantly since the
formulation of the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT)
(Venkatesh et al., 2003). This aims to contribute to this gap in the literature surrounding
the interplay of social identity and technology adoption, especially within social media
platforms, underscoring this inquiry's originality and necessity.

The findings of this study are particularly timely, considering the increasing
incidents where individuals, including those with suicidal tendencies or intentions to
commit mass violence, utilize social media platforms to express their distress or harmful
intentions. This research supports the implementation of Al-driven interventions by
social media companies to monitor and respond to such disclosures, potentially averting
tragedies by facilitating timely mental health support or alerting authorities (Ekwunife,

2022). This proactive approach illustrates the potential for technology to safeguard
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vulnerable individuals and emphasizes digital platforms' responsibility in maintaining
user safety.

Furthermore, this study's exploration into digital self-presentation and group
affiliations online offers valuable insights for various stakeholders, including social
media platforms, policymakers, businesses, and educators. By understanding the
mechanisms of social identity formation in digital spaces, these stakeholders can foster
more inclusive, supportive, and effective online environments. This is critical for
addressing issues of online discrimination, harassment, and exclusion, which are often
exacerbated by the anonymity and scale of digital interactions.

Moreover, the research provides empirical evidence on how social identities are
constructed and manifested within online communities, enhancing our understanding of
the social dynamics that underpin digital interactions. This knowledge is instrumental in
developing targeted strategies to mitigate the negative aspects of social media, such as
echo chambers and polarization, while promoting positive social engagement and digital
citizenship.

In conclusion, this study aims to fill a critical gap in the literature and offers
practical implications for improving the digital landscape. It underscores the importance
of an interdisciplinary approach that bridges psychological theories and technological
advancements, providing a comprehensive framework for navigating the complexities of
social identity in the age of social media. As digital platforms continue to evolve,
ongoing research in this domain will be crucial for ensuring that social media can be a
force for good, supporting positive identity formation and fostering a sense of belonging

among its diverse user base.
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Future Research

First, I suggest further studies on the proposition that when people are lonely, they
seek support and comfort from social media, as derived from the findings of this study.
Second, I further suggest studies that utilize surveys and interviews to dive deep into
participants' motivations for social media adoption to explore whether they were seeking
help and if they got the said help. On the other hand, member-checking and follow-ups
should be done to avoid misrepresenting the meaning of posts. Third, researchers should
conduct additional studies extending the UTAUT model that incorporates social identity
as a key construct to better understand the adoption and use of social media. Fourth, with
the advent of mainstream adoption of Artificial Intelligence (Al) in 2023, research will
need to be conducted to ensure the safe and viable long-term use of social platforms for
good, as opposed to evil. Fifth, studies should examine the impact of the trauma-trounced
life of a content moderator.

This study highlighted several unintended consequences of social media.
Consequently, various stakeholders have called for reform, including lawmakers,
academics, and civil society groups of the broad protections afforded by Section 230.
Among coalitions that seek accountability from social media platform owners include
Mothers Against Social Media, who are at the forefront of the call for action.

I urge for multi-disciplinary research collaborations, policy dialogues, and individual

mindfulness in social media usage.
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