
1 

Identity and Online Advocacy stream. 
Written by Gemma Sabbadini. 
 

When are we truly dead online?: The complexities of finalising death in the online context. 
 

ABSTRACT 

For many users of social media, they may have that one person in their friends list that has 

passed away, but every year without fail, the platform sends out a notification to say ‘happy 

birthday’ to them (Pennington, 2013). Users may find this jarring and take a minute to reflect on 

their relationship with this person, but then continue to scroll through their newsfeed, with this 

moment depleting into insignificance. This example reflects the purpose of this paper in 

exploring an aspect of identity online that is often overlooked by users yet affects more than 

just the individual but the communities and networks surrounding them, death. Social media 

sites often have limited measures for dealing with death online, and these methods can become 

caught up in understandings over ownership. Matters are only complicated further when the 

fragmentation of identity and the lack of methods users can employ to tell separated 

communities of their death, without compromising their contexts, is considered. Finally, with 

growing options for continuing identity posthumously, what are the ethicalities in this and when 

do we truly cease to exist online? This paper argues that finalising death is trickier online and is 

supported by evidence gathered from academic journals, academic books as well as official 

company information. This paper is also situated within the identity part of the ‘Identity and 

Online Advocacy’ stream as it covers issues that relate directly to the consequences of 

presenting identity online. It is relevant because user perspectives are often focused on the 

beginnings and processes of identity online, with little thought about the conclusion, or lack 

thereof.  
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Death is something people have been dealing with since the beginning of humanity. Yet, in the 

last 20 years at most, there has been a new side to death that previous generations have not 

had to deal with; digital death. Digital death in this context refers to what happens to the digital 

assets left by a person online when they die in ‘real life’ (Leaver, 2013). As our offline and online 
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identities coexist simultaneously across many communities (Lingel, 2013), this raises the 

question of how do you truly die if your presence is forever archived and potentially revived on 

the internet? This aspect of identity online is often overlooked by users yet affects more than 

just themselves but the communities and networks surrounding them. Social media companies 

provide limited options for dealing with digital assets in the event of death, something most 

users in Australia at least, have not thought about (Southward, 2015). Additionally, given the 

fragmentation of identity online amongst online communities that may not be connected to our 

offline self, how do we tell those virtually connected to us of one’s death? Furthermore, with 

the ever-increasing development of technologies and services to posthumously continue 

people’s online identities, when does someone’s identity truly die online? Finalising death is 

trickier online as social media adds even more complexity to it, raising old questions of identity, 

community, and ownership in a new context, as well as new questions of ethicality all together.  

 

Online, death is not at the forefront of the mind of users (Leaver, 2013), and there is a lack of 

options when it comes to dealing with digital assets of the deceased that satisfies both the user 

and their community. Taking Facebook for example, a platform where networks are often built 

around real-life connections, or at least through real life information given Facebook’s ‘real 

name’ policy (Chen, 2018), it offers users two ‘official’ options about what to do with their 

account when they die. Users can either have their account deleted or memorialised by 

providing a ‘legacy contact’ (Facebook, n.d.). When planning options for digital death, one must 

also consider how their singular identity affects their network of friends (Leaver & Highfield, 

2018). For instance, the advantages of memorialising an account rather than having it deleted 

gives networks the opportunity to relive and retain memories through the mediated 

representations of the person (Klastrup, 2015; Radford & Bloch, 2012). Through such an 

exchange, a network of friends can become more so a community, gathering to mourn and 

emotionally supporting one another (Rossetto et al., 2015). However, if someone does not plan 

for their death online, there are no logical proceedings conducted by the platform, as opposed 

to offline. If someone dies offline without a will, the court assists with the logical flow of assets 

to next of kin through ‘intestacy’ (Legal Aid Western Australia, 2018). If somebody dies online, 

their accounts and assets merely exist as they were, unless somebody goes out of their way to 

directly memorialise or remove the page, which the latter option can only be done by family or 

the will executor (Facebook, n.d). This complicates the grieving process for the rest of network 
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left behind as they have little say in what happens to the person’s profile. This is where RIP 

pages come into play, as an initiative that allows those within as well as outside of the network 

to grieve publicly and gives them more control over how they mourn the identity of the 

deceased (Klastrup, 2015; Rossetto et al., 2015). 

 

This brings the ownership of ‘identity’ online into question and where it fits within the law. 

Leaver and Highfield (2018) discuss how this relationship is not clear cut given that, “identity 

information also circulates on primarily corporately owned platforms, subject to legal Terms of 

Use more so than government regulation” (p. 32). As other scholars have noted, there is a 

significant grey area between the law and user agreement (McCallig, 2014; Sherry, 2012), that 

can also be affected by geographical location of the company and the user (Edwards & Harbinja, 

2013). This is especially significant for users as they often skip through the terms and conditions 

(Pereira & Maciel, 2013), being more concerned about the ‘social’ part of social media (Leaver, 

2013). However, morally, where do we draw the line between business and the fundamentals of 

human life and death? How far should companies take grieving communities to access their 

loved one’s data (Fuchs, 2021)? Or should the media be ‘collectively’ owned, taking into 

consideration how networks of identities are interrelated through intangible value, each feeding 

into one another’s narratives, as well as each individual’s grieving process (Leaver, 2013)? It is 

questions and discrepancies like these that display the trickiness and the fragility of finalising 

death online. Although Facebook’s policy makes death seem black and white on paper, yet grey 

in practice, the reality is that internet user’s digital identities do not solely exist on Facebook, 

but with communities they know in real life. 

 

Social media platforms and networking sites provide people with an opportunity to perform and 

explore multiple facets of their identity across several platforms and communities (Goffman, 

1959). This can be done in a way that has no connection to their ‘offline self’, with these online 

identities being portrayed under the guise of full or partial anonymity (Bullingham & 

Vasconcelos, 2013). However, the affordances of anonymity online have meant that the degree 

of separation between users is heightened. Meaning that for information regarding the death of 

a user to penetrate the plethora of disconnected communities, it may take months or may never 

even get through (Gibson, 2019), this making finalising a death online amongst all publics the 

deceased was known to, trickier. Gibson (2019) explores the consequences for other users of 
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such a situation on the virtual platform of ‘Second Life’. She discusses how “an emotional and 

existential void opens up in the lives of those who remain, feel and carry that loss” (Gibson, 

2019, p. 154). ‘Internet friends’ and ‘internet communities’ were once perceived to be of lesser 

value to those offline (Delanty, 2018), however the experiences of those in Gibson’s (2019) 

study prove how this perspective is far from the reality of online users. Social media, hence the 

name, its inherently about more than just one’s own identity but how interactions with others 

affect identity formation (Goffman, 1959). This makes it a ‘co-creative’ process and may 

significantly increase the value and levels of emotional investment for most parties involved 

(Leaver & Highfield, 2018). However, despite the deep yet intangible connections users may 

possess online, it seems odd for members of these communities to not prepare something in 

advance to let others know of their passing, and instead leave them grappling with the lack of 

information and confirmation (Gibson, 2019).   

 

For platforms where anonymity and no connection to other users ‘real life’ is normal, users not 

preparing something in advance may not be out of a lack of care but a lack of viable options. 

Users may not know of many methods that would not compromise the intentional separation 

between their identities and instead allow them to continue to avoid context collapse even after 

death (Davis & Jurgenson, 2014). One way around this would be through a company that could 

inform your online publics of when you die, and the will executor would just have to let the 

company know you have died (Meese et al., 2015). As straight forward as this may seem, one 

solution may not work for everyone and there are still many potential issues that can arise from 

this sort of method. Such as the reliability of the company, the responsibility of the will executor 

to activate the service and the deceased to remember all their accounts as well as their log in 

information. Thus, as Gibson’s (2019) study also reveals, it is still not the common thing to do, 

rather the common practice is to die with no plans in place (Southward, 2015), and with the 

normalisation of embracing the compartmentalised self online, this makes trying to inform or 

trying to find out more about a user’s death, trickier. These companies may have to develop 

further to become the mainstream practice for dealing with online death, however, some of the 

services they are working on may allow for users and their communities an opportunity to 

continue creating and stay connected to posthumously (Meese et al., 2015).  
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Given the interconnectedness between social media, identity and community, there are services 

being developed that extend the life of user’s post-death, however, this also complicates the 

question of when do we truly die? As mentioned afore, there are limited options provided by 

social media platforms when it comes to dealing with digital death. These options may not 

sufficiently cover the intangible value other networks of users had with these online accounts 

and content (Leaver, 2013). Leaver (2013) proposes that “emerging digital legacy management 

tools are increasingly providing a richer set of options for digital executors” (p. 6), allowing users 

to intentionally exist in their networks beyond the grave. These options can include somebody 

else posting on behalf of the person, companies posting content that was prescheduled by the 

deceased, or algorithms that can emulate the behaviour of a person based on their digital past 

(Meese et al., 2015). These posthumous methods may appear beneficial in theory, for example, 

the concept of planning content such as a birthday message, or something more profound to be 

released after one’s death (Meese et al., 2015). However, in practice, it raises concerns for the 

networks and connections left behind. It is unclear whether these companies require consent 

from both parties to post content to others posthumously (DeadSocial, 2014), which is ethically 

dangerous as people may not want to continue to have a relationship with a deceased person. 

Messages from a deceased individual may invoke or prolong feelings of grief and have traumatic 

consequences if the person was not finished processing the death (Rossetto et al., 2013). 

Moreover, the potential for scheduled content to no longer suits the social atmosphere or to 

not be considered politically correct when released, again raises issues of ownership and control 

(Meese et al., 2015). 

 

One of the companies that provide such a service, DeadSocial (2014), say that ‘social media will 

executors’ “are not however able to view the messages entrusted to them for distribution … 

until they have been distributed into the public realm” (para. 6). The deceased does not have to 

leave the digital executors with their log in information. In the same way, it does not appear that 

these digital executors can delete content that may be in poor taste or age badly due to the 

privacy agreements between the company and the deceased (DeadSocial, 2014). This relates 

back to the aforementioned issue of control between users, their networks, the platforms and 

the legal system, as does the deceased’s ‘digital will’ (Sinders, 2016) have ultimate power over 

that of the communities left behind, or can it be dealt with in a court of law? Furthermore, what 

happens if these companies go out of business or if the living networks no longer want to 
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receive scheduled content? Such long-term considerations demonstrate the complexities in 

both extending and ending identity online. Although there are new opportunities to negotiate 

death for the communities left behind, it ultimately makes finalising it trickier than offline. 

 

Digital death is still a relatively new aspect of modern life that not a lot of internet users think 

about, despite the significant uptake of creating, exploring, and maintaining identities online 

across a range of communities online (Leaver, 2013). Death online is not as clear cut as 

Facebook’s policy assumes, with discrepancies regarding ownership and the lack of planning by 

users bolstering the grieving of death into a precarious position for the majority of network 

members left behind. This is only heightened when the factor of anonymity and the 

fragmentation of identity is considered. Users may perform identities online that have no 

connection to their offline self, leaving the communities they were a part of with no way to find 

out what happened to them. Although there are companies trying to fill this gap in the 

marketplace for dealing with digital death, they are not yet adopted by the majority of users and 

questions of long-term relevance as well as ethicality arise when trying to posthumously 

maintain someone’s online identity. Limitations for this paper include not exploring broader 

types of users, for example the similarities and differences of the digital death for those with 

larger parasocial followings online, as well as how methods of dealing with digital death can be 

affected by the self-presentational motivations of other’s identities. Areas for future research 

may include tracking the changing approaches of users towards death online based on age and 

usage of social media, as well as the potential growth and expansion of companies providing 

services relating to digital death industry. 
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