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Abstract: 

This paper will analyse, explain and discuss the ways in which online virtual communities have 

facilitated communication and collaboration on social networking sites (SNSs) using Web 2.0 

affordances to bring out different aspects of identity. Instagram will be used as an example of a SNS 

to demonstrate the integration of features have enabled the exploration and performance of 

identity through the accessibility and simplicity of the platform. Erving Goffman’s theories and 

understanding of identity performance from his book ‘The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life’ will 

be used to examine different types of identity. This paper will discuss how Instagram provides an 

online virtual community for content creation and sharing acting as an outlet for people to perform 

different identities in various ways in terms of - Goffman’s idea of ‘frontstage’ and backstage’ 

enabled through the structure of Instagram, complete online anonymity using pseudonyms through 

social media’s low barriers to entry and human identity through folksonomy. 
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Communication and Collaboration through Web 2.0 Affordances on Virtual Online Communities 

for Expression of Identity: Performance of Identity on Instagram 

 

In a rapidly everchanging world, the emergence and accessibility of modern Web 2.0 and 

social networking sites (SNSs) have enabled us to constantly produce, be surrounded by and 

consume media. The unprecedented advancements in technology have resulted in an unconscious, 

natural and seamless integration of the Web into our lives, with this heavy reliance often being 

taken for granted. The peer to peer (P2P) structure of SNSs like Instagram, facilitates the 

communication and collaboration of users through the sharing of personal identity with others 

within a public sphere (Cardon & Cardon, 2007). The use of the Web and SNSs have become fully 

integrated into people’s lives and provides constant, open access to peers, especially for young 

people who have lived their lives knowing nothing else (Mascheroni, Vincent, & Jimenez, 2015). 

Erving Goffman’s 1956 book ‘The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life’ describes the ways in which 

different scenarios, audiences and platforms of communication can shift the ways that we present 

our identity and socially interact. Despite predating social media, Goffman’s theory of contextual 

performance in the ‘Presentation of Self’ is relevant today as the older forms of communication he 

examines are simply being interpreted and experienced on newer, modern platforms of media like 

Instagram, through the digitisation and convergence of Web 2.0 (Tobias, 2013). This convergence 

and digitisation of media technologies has meant the development of apps in which media content 

flows fluidly between platforms and mobile phones as a portable, singular device becoming the 

vehicle/device for mediating social interactions (Mascheroni, Vincent, & Jimenez, 2015). This paper 

will first discuss the idea of virtual online communities, secondly Goffman’s idea of ‘frontstage’ and 

‘backstage’ identities, thirdly digital anonymity and lastly, folksonomy and human identity. Web 2.0 

features on social networking sites (SNS) have facilitated communication and collaboration of 

communities and online networks to bring out different aspects of identity. 

 

Firstly, SNSs like Instagram have created virtual online communities that enable 

communication and collaboration of users in a public, social space for self-expression and search for 

identity. Porter (2015) describes virtual community as a group of individuals who interact and 

communicate around a shared interest guided by different protocols and norms that technology 

supports and/or mediates. From the very beginning when creating an account, Instagram asks for a 

name, email, username and password, then it encourages the user to add a profile picture and bio, 

follow accounts and discover hashtags, locations or topics on the ‘discovery’ tab. These actions all 

immediately starts to build the user’s online identity from the moment they join the app – what they 

like and dislike, who they know and interests, which is a standard, normalised SNS process on every 



platform. As cited in Van Der Nagel, E & Frith (2015), Chris Poole argued against the idea of online 

identity being viewed as a “mirror that reflects one true idea of self” but rather suggested that 

people are diamonds and identity is prismatic. Instagram is a platform that blurs the roles of user 

versus producer - from a voyeuristic or spectator point of view to the personal desire of self-

expression and autonomy (Cardon & Cardon, 2007). The Instagram homepage is a collection of posts 

by people, topics or hashtags that the user follows providing an accessible and customisable 

‘newsfeed’ unique to every individual. The large emphasis placed on content creation of users to 

construct their profile through the uploading of pictures allows for the constant update of identity 

overtime meaning (online) identity is never stagnant. Porter (2015) also describes SNSs as 

“community orientated” through the simultaneously balance of consuming media and content 

creation in the communication and collaboration of users in terms of “information, identity and 

relationship building”. Instagram provides the features and structure of the app (skeleton) and users 

themselves produce and dictate the rules, trends, etiquettes and norms that govern the app with 

users essentially navigating and determining the ways that Instagram as a social media platform is 

used (Cardon & Cardon, 2007). Thus, Instagram’s structure has allowed the creation of a virtual 

community that blends the viewing of other’s content and the posting/self-expression of personal 

identity.  

 

The basis of Instagram as a photo sharing app has emphasised communication and 

collaboration between users and the presentation of different identities depending on audience. In 

Erving Goffman’s book  ‘The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life,’ he uses a metaphor of a theatre 

performance to explain the changes in identity from ‘frontstage’ to ‘backstage’ as individuals engage 

in “ongoing, selective self-presentation” to control situations termed “impression management” 

(Mascheroni, Vincent, & Jimenez, 2015). The creation of a public Instagram profile that anyone can 

look at and follow is presented very differently than an intimate private account with fewer, more 

consciously selective followers. Goffman’s idea of ‘impression management’ involves three steps, 

performance, interpretation and adjustment (Boyd, 2017). Performance consists of the user having 

the power to build their Instagram profile by choosing and deciding what aspect of their identity 

they wish to portray in terms of the types of photos, the aesthetics and overall presentation of the 

profile – what they openly want people to see. Interpretation of content on a public account by the 

audience being a mixture of people from close friends, to family, to colleagues or acquaintances 

means that content is generalised so everyone can understand the message being communicated. 

Adjustment includes feedback and response to content in which changes are made accordingly. 

People are validated and judged by others on social media where likes and comments equate to 



acceptance, popularity and hierarchy. As a result, photo editing apps like VSCO or Facetune are 

increasingly popular and used for filters and lighting but also to photoshop and alter physical 

features to appear more beautiful and give the illusion of ‘perfection’ (Mascheroni, Vincent, & 

Jimenez, 2015). Public profiles are deemed as ‘frontstage’ performances that are less intimate 

involving more distant friends or associates with a more casual relationship that is easily maintained 

called “weak ties” (Pearson, 2009). Second accounts commonly known as ‘finstas’ have become so 

popular that Instagram has added features to make it easy to switch between and add multiple 

Instagram accounts without having to log out of the app. These accounts are private accounts where 

the users have to physically accept and approve friend requests. This means a smaller, select 

audience where content is geared towards these highly intimate and emotional relationships termed 

“strong ties” (Pearson, 2009). This ‘backstage’ access involves a more candid aspect of the user’s 

identity where there is less emphasis on aesthetics but rather increases the performance of 

authenticity, posting content they know close friends will understand like inside jokes. This more 

relaxed content caters to the followers of finstas being people who the user feels more comfortable 

and ‘at home’ with and the increased performance of authenticity is a result of the familiarity and 

predictability of the audience (Hodkinson, 2017). Therefore, the settings of Instagram have catered 

for the increasing popularity of multiple Instagram accounts that each serve different purposes and 

where content posted brings out different aspects of a person’s identity depending on audience.  

 

The limitless nature of the internet and lack of online policing has increased online freedom 

where digital identities do not have to correlate to the user in real life and people can hide behind 

their screens. Van Der Nagel, E & Frith (2015), recall when Mark Zuckerberg the CEO of Facebook 

said that “having two identities for yourself is an example of a lack of integrity” and his sister said 

that “people hide behind anonymity and they feel like they can say whatever they want behind 

closed doors.” These comments suggest the idea that identity is singular – that who a user is offline 

should and does equate to who they are online, and that authenticity can only be achieved through 

complete openness. Although this may be truer for Facebook users where using real names is more 

common, for other platforms like Instagram, the Zuckerbergs do not take into consideration the 

navigation of SNSs and online privacy settings where it is normalised and more common to have 

different accounts for different purposes.  

 

Identity can be ambiguous for many reasons such as impersonations like catfishing, identity 

concealment for privacy, trolling and on an extreme, total anonymity (Donath, 2014). Trolling of 

celebrities is common where a person creates an account just to comment hate or criticism 



underneath Instagram posts that cannot be tied back to them in the real world. The digital online 

space provides people an opportunity to say what they would never say to a person’s face in real life 

by hiding behind their screen. Often the thoughts of being invincible online, having no 

consequences, not being found and ‘getting on the bandwagon’ all incentivise and create a common 

culture of trolling on Instagram. The word ‘Tea’ is online slang for juicy information and Tea accounts 

post content reporting to their followers the latest celebrity gossip where the profiles are 

intentionally constructed to be fully anonymous. Instead of buying traditional magazines from news 

agencies, celebrity gossip is now talked about and ‘exposed’ on popular ‘Tea’ accounts at no user 

monetary cost. Popular user handles like ‘Spill Sesh,’ ‘Shook’ and ‘Tea Spill’ have amassed millions of 

subscribers and followers building their online identity through Twitter, Instagram and YouTube. The 

main content takes place on YouTube where videos are uploaded frequently discussing different 

celebrities, controversies or scandals and events happening on different social media platforms 

(TikTok) with a break down what happened, why and its importance. Twitter and Instagram are used 

for the promotion of each new video and generate discussion in the comments section by always 

ending the caption with a question to fans. This debate between a community of fans sharing a 

common interest becomes an outlet for them to converse in depth with one another about the 

details and conclusions on topics making their opinion heard and consequently feeling understood.  

 

The fast rise of these types of channels and the oversaturation is caused by the low barrier 

of entry where no authentication, requirements or resume is required and making a new social 

media account is incredibly easy and accessible. According to Social Blade (2020), the account ‘Spill’ 

currently has a following of 1.21 million people and makes up to $91.8k a month. Using a 

pseudonym helps to build the ‘Tea’ channel’s anonymous identity with the profile picture being the 

branding of the channel, the bio being about the content created rather than the person behind it 

and the voice narrating the videos being digitally altered, meaning that their reputation and ability 

to amass an audience is solely based on their content and ideas rather on who they are, age or 

gender (Donath, 2014). There have been discussions and controversies surrounding who the ‘Tea’ 

accounts are run by with some thinking teenagers whilst others debate whether real life companies 

are capitalising on this online drama and gossip culture and market. Videos and content posted are 

always uploaded quickly and frequently. They are well made and professional with voice overs with 

pictures and in-depth evidence always being presented satisfying the viewer’s expectations of 

quality and reliability. Ultimately, ‘Tea’ channels know their audience – engaging with them 

constantly on Instagram in their posts, highlights and stories and grabbing attention by making them 

feel like they are part of top-secret information and ‘in’ on industry secrets. Like traditional celebrity 



magazines, they entice their audience through immediacy, belonging, accessibility, fear of missing 

out (FOMO) and participatory culture. Privacy settings on Web 2.0 platforms such as Instagram have 

enabled anonymity to be normalised and can be used to bring different aspects of identity to light or 

create entirely new identities as a business venture.  

 

The searchability of Web 2.0 on SNSs including Instagram has increased the communication 

and accessibility of information when global events happen that concern our human identity. The 

evolution of Web 2.0 includes the development of folksonomy as an advanced search system that 

filters mass amounts of content by tagging key terms (O’Reilly, 2005, p. 2). Folksonomy involves the 

collaboration of many users to tag related content such as a specific topic (no matter how niche) to 

each other through the use of hashtags on an image. When searched, a singular page can be viewed 

that collects and accumulates all information about the topic. COVID-19, an infectious virus currently 

spreading across the world, is a prime example that demonstrates the use and popularity of 

folksonomy. Multiple hashtag trends have arisen during the global isolation period such as 

#lockdown, #flattenthecurve, #stayathomechallenge, #quarantineandchill and more notably 

#stayhome. Instagram has used #stayhome to launch a “stay home” sticker that any user can add to 

their story which will be compiled into a shared Instagram story with accounts the user follows to 

view how others are practicing social distancing (Instagram, 2020). These hashtags serve as a way to 

both communicate and collaborate during this incredibly isolating time providing an outlet for 

emotional and mental health support through virtual human connection. The content under these 

hashtags range from people sharing activities they are doing, tips on self-care, sharing their 

quarantine schedule or creating entertaining and funny content for others to view. The combination 

of serious and lighthearted content is relatable and realistic for many people going through the 

different stages of isolation. Content creation and online sharing has united and comforted the 

online global community representing belonging, understanding, hope and an ‘all in this together’ 

message. The completely voluntary act of posting of content online demonstrates people’s natural 

instinct and yearn for human connection and relationships, bringing out the human aspect of 

identity by increasing the performance of emotional transparency and realistic honesty. Thus, the 

integration of folksonomy increases the searchability and assembly of information that enables 

communication and collaboration of a global virtual community appealing to the human aspect of 

identity.  

 

The creation of Web 2.0 and social networking sites (SNSs) has provided an outlet for self-

expression of different types of identity. The evolution of the Web has made a seamless integration 



into our lives, facilitating much of the communication and collaboration in the world today. 

Convergence and digitisation of media technologies has developed virtual online communities on 

SNSs providing digital freedom to create a chosen online identity. Goffman’s idea of ‘frontstage’ and 

‘backstage’ when applied to social media describes the changes in personality, behaviours and 

actions depending largely on audience and purpose of the profile. Anonymity on Instagram is 

common as identities created are not authenticated by authorities leaving room for activities such as 

trolling and provides opportunity for using pseudonyms to form completely new identities. 

Folksonomy as a build in feature on Instagram enables the collaboration of information by a range of 

users and communication of this information between people by the tagging of content and 

increased searchability of the web. As discussed above, the ways in which Instagram has developed 

as a platform for the discoverability and self-expression of identities has ultimately impacted the 

ways in which people communicate and collaborate online.  
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