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Introduction

In the UK 68% of adults view social media weekéind this increases to 91% amongst the 16

24 age categoryOfcom, 2016) Of thesepost millennials 44% access their social media
profiles more than ten times per day, with over 70% logging on through smartphone
applicationsipid). The success abcial networking sites (SN&Jings with it a new emphasis

on presenting and maintainingn identity online (Schau and Gilly, 2003; Belk, 2013;
McQuarrie et al., 2013). Amongst posmillennials we identify an emerging phenomenon
whereby consumers are incsgggly turning to anonymous SNA&.recent Pew report (2013)
indicates that 61% of consumers hageently taken a break froracebook. Theroliferation

and success of anonymous applicatisnsh as Kik (300 million users) anhisper (20
million users) highlights the significance of ttuen to anonymous social networR® explore

both the behavioural and cultural impact of this emerging phenonvemposetwo research
guestions: (1Why are young consumers turning to anonymous SNS? (2) In what ways does
anonymity impactonsumer behaour on SN To address these questions, e@mine Yik

Yak, a popular anonymous platform usgdstudent®nuniversity campuses discussa range

of issues that include: campus life, sexuality, pop culture and race (seeBgcR016).

As a deeplyrelational concept (Scott and Orlikowski, 2014), anonymity provides a novel
starting point for wus to explore the ways I
SNS. Within consumer research, references to anonymity ,hfavethe most partbeen
concerned withprotecting the identities of research participahtgestigations of SNSo0o0,

have exclusively focused o0 ns grelkaowrd (8idcaxsandwh er e



Stephen2013; Andersort al, 2016; Mardeet al, 2016). Consumer researchers commonly
draw wupon Gof fmanods (1959; 1961) theories
examining digitalsel-presentationgSchau and Gilly, 2003; BelkR013; McQuarrieet al,
2013;Marderet al, 2016).This perspectives underpnned bydistinct ontologicahssumptioa
regarding the nature oftheséfp p | i c at i o nsoc@lfperfGrmdncéextends thbelief
that beneath the surface of s@lfesentations, there resides a ese# which encompasses
fundamental characteraits and inner cplities that persist over timelhis coreself is
responsible for shaping the identity goals that consusteasegicallypursue(Belk, 2013;
Schau and Gilly2003. We will demonstratethat this focus is imited becauset over-
emphasest he si gni f i c an ereflectiohs whlst overlookiegrthe disclesevé f
and material influencebatshagc o n s u refeectienandactions.Seeking to redress this
imbalancewe i nv o k €996 1993)feeorpdf performativityto turn attention to the
processes througlvhich anonymous consumingsubjectivities are brought into effect
Invoking performativity enables us t@ontextualisec o n s u neflectiond and actions
relation to broader material and discursive influences (ThompadUstiiner 2015. This
researctcontributes an alternativeontologyfor understanding consumer idenfityhile also

explicatingthis approacho extendour understanding of anonymity in consumer research.

In the following sectionswe first provide an ovewiew of consumer research algital self
presentationwhilealschi ghl i ghti ng the influence of Gof f
in shaping these accountSecond we introduce But | e r9@ s1993) Xh@ory of
performativity, emphasising important distinctiomsrelation toprior understandings of social
performance in consumer researthird, weconceptualisanonymitywhile alsohighlighting

the applicability of performativity theory iterms ofunpacking this constructFourth, we

introduceYik Yak as the research contekifth, we detail our netnographic approach and



outline the research journelfinally, we present our findings and develop contributions in

relation toanonymity anddentity formation on SNS

Consumer Research and Digital SelfPresentation

Every day billions otonsumers upload pictures and videos online; the subject matter of these
outward displays can traverse from omeexlifetime extraordinary experiences to the most
mundane moments of daily life. Castells (2007, 240) defineptieaomenoras the age of

mass seftommunication descri bing it as O6a new pattern
individualism, and the desirfor individual autonomy basedonsdlie f i ned pr oj ect s
Across the social sciences a multitude of studies have investigated the proliferation; of SNS
researchers have examined the impact of these technologies in terms of identity construction
(Zhao et al, 2008 Marwick, 2015, social relations (Zywica and Danowski, 2008) and
psychological welbeing Gonzales and HancocR011; Feinsteinet al, 2013). Within

consumer research, attention has primarily focusexzkamining how SNS impacbnsumes 0
selfpresentations (Belk, 2013; McQuaree al., 2013), in terms ofelf-definition (Murray,

2015 impression management strategies (Schau and Gilly, Fai#yderset al, 2016) and

self-esteem (Wilcox and Stephen, 2013).

Consumer researchershaved i t f ul 'y wor ked with Goffmanbds
and social performance t o -pnesdngtiosstrategi€Schad cons
and Gilly, 2003; Belk, 2013; McQuarret al, 2013;Berger, 2014Marderet al, 2016). In
particul ar, Gamaturgiaahndeaphdr ba® prévided the basis to develop
insights into consumer so i detoatisesevgrydaydifpases si or
the stage upon which social performances are played out. GafBparates social participants

into actors and audiences; actors perform the part of their desired character, while audiences



judge the performances of actors and evaluatauligenticityof their character. Front stage
performance provides an opporturiity actors to give offlnanage and maintain impressions
with the audience. Goffman maintains that fretege performances are inherently lacking in
authenticity, while more authentic ways of being are invariably reserved for private spaces,

which he refes to as the backstage.

McQuarrieetal.( 2 01 3, 140) describe blogging as the
met aphoro6; bloggers are afforded with the ca
previous pesentationsf self. At times mee akin to a dress rehearsal than a live performance,
blogging enables consumers to dispthgir tastes to large audiences of strangewsth the
aspirationof accumulating cultural, social and financial capital (McQueetial.,2013).In

order to feignsimilarity with ther audience successful mggersdeploy selfdeprecating

language when describing their physical appearance, bad habits and embarrassing.moments
This strategic manoeugrenablebloggerstoappe@&or di nar y 6, gi vitharg t he
lifestyles are genuinely obtainable. These practices are indicative of the type of
misrepresentation of social position evoked Go f f m@E969) sotion of front-stage

performance

Schau and Gillyaugi l(i29808) Gofelsmamaeh (1959) (
management tdighlight key di st i ncti ons bet we e-presentations u me r s
strategies and those exhibited in the real world. In virtual settthgssymbolic meanings
associated with consumptiohaices takes on additional significance, as consumers carefully
consider the symbolic values of objects, places, signs and symbols before establishing
connections with the self. Thi s process S €

negotiations to proet a desired impressiond (Schau ar



perspective, sefpresentation relies upon the manipulation of signs in order to impart a sense
of identity. For Berger (2014)consumergself-expressions are shaped iy understanding

tha status can be achieved if audience impressions are managed effectively. In this respect,
consumers signal their identities by strategically engaging in interactions that communicate
their desired identities. In drawing upon this notion of impressioragement, Berger (2014)
extends a Goffmanesque understanding of identity expression on SNS as an informed, strategic

and calculative act.

SimilarlyyBel k (2013) buil ds up o ndentyktd whiahmadeshe ( 1 96 1
possessions that peopleskan order to feel safe in their sédientity and seHpresentation. He

argues that as a result of the multiplicity of their functionality, smart phones have become the
essenti al object I n consumer so i dental ty ki
connections, interests and histories of activity and interactions on SNS means that when we

| og i n we acheekingte see whb weaare| who wedvere, and who we seem to be

b e c 0 mBalkg2®13,(492). Smart phones become essential to consuinerd i gi t al S

presentations because they provide a mobile means of managing and maintaining the self.

A recent phenomenon emanating from the affordances provided by smartphones is the selfie

In producing this seléxpressive style of contemporary phgrtaphy (Lim 2016) consumers

must develop visual literacy in relation to the relevant cultural codes and signs in order to
comprehend and devel otp xeosmipled teincs @sdye ofh rsenthg
photography that involves capturing evelay experiences in a manner that depicts a sense of
authenticity. Eagar and Dann (2016) unpack the ways in which consumers employ the selfie to
create a humahrand seHnarrative (Goffman1959). In dismantling the established image

production structures, the selfie has | ed tc



this perspective, the selfie is conceptualisecamsagentic constructionyhich is actively

managed by individualsefore its dissemination on SNS (Eagar and Dann 26b8pwing a

similar line of reasoning, Gannon and Prothero (2016, 1861) pose two questions in their
researchbare selfies always the product of narci
they used as an expression of true seéfdes Whi | e acknowl edging t hat
additional degrees of consumer agency, we contend that digitgbreséntations remain

rooted in broader socicultural and sockmaterial structures that shape and coam

C 0 n s u mepresantations.|Climulatively, these studies extend the Goffmanesque notion

that beneath the surface of spiesentations, lies a core self that formulates the identity goals
that orientate c o (sseuabke i)d/edargaetthatadflexigeiawareaesstof o n s
identity goals desnot absolve consumers from the wider structures of power that regulate and

impose censors on sgifesentations (Thompson abdtiner 2015).

Driving the research agenda within consumer researchdaasthe understandable concern to
document the evolution of sgifesentation within the age ofass seicommunicationAs a

product of our cliure, the technologies of masslf-communication emphasa individual
autonomy and thproject of seHconstruction(Castells200).1 nvo ki ng Gof f manés
of identity and social performance has justifiably led consumer researchers to position the
reflexive subject at the centre of analysis of -peffsentations on SNS. This framingsha
consequently sustained an ontology which conceives of the consuming aslgeutexisting

self that displays a conscious understanding of the audience and is equipped with the capability
to manage impressions (Gregson and Rose, 2000; Cover, BOf,2)s goroduct of the culture

of mass seltommunication, these technologies emerge as an effect of the discourses, interests
and power relations that govern the design of SNS technologies. This understanding highlights
the pertinent need to examine thétgral influences that shape and constraingedtentations

which appear, at least on the surface level, to emerge as a result of cobsomsr®oUs,



reflexive and strategic actions. This reframing requires analytic frameworks that are capable of
conextualising consumerso6 reflections in rela
consumer sd sense making activities and act.i

paper performativity, we demonstrate is well suited towards this end.

Performativity

Judith Butlerds (1990; 1l1enat®eideasmadolt pedamntativiyl wor
and agency. Wiling from a posstructuralist antiHfoundatioralist perspectivesheframes

identity as a continuous process of becoming as agpas an ontological state of being

(Cover, 2012). Crucially, from this ontological standpoint, the world and our being comes into
effect througtperformativity This performative ontology may seem ctarmtuitive when the
empiricalrealitiesthat we investigatappearas O pr i or , singl e, i ndepe
(Law, 2004: 137).However Butler (1994 maintainsthat it is crucial to delineatehe
distinctionsbetween performance and performativity, as the former presumes a subject while

the latter contests the notion @$ubject.

While Go f f ma rpesentagiangnierge from a subject that is knowledgeable, conscious

and aware of the audience, Butler theorisesilgest whoi s dopaque, unknowrt
characterised by what she caiss fAunbearabl e relationalityo
2004, 2). Ths subject is deeply connected to the other because it is dependent upon it for
recognition. Butl erds characterisation of t
theay of subjectformation that recognises the limitations of the self andisafvledge, while
emphasising the importance of the irtebjective bonds that link people together. As actors

in the world, consumersod peufedmabhbey acetab

act in ways that accord with their cultural experiences (Butler, 1880kxample, consumers



may unconsciously cite normative scripts of masculinity when performing masculine identities.
Essentially, the performative self cosniato being through repetitive behaviours and actions.
Accordingly, O6performativity must be wunder st
as the reiterative and <citational practice
(Butler, 1993, 2). This reveal of cause and effecin terms of understanding identity
construction, thus indicates thatsubject igproduced throughiiscourse: the subject is the

effect of discourse agpposed to its cause (Salih, 2002 this understandingsubject iften

produced througlinterpellatio® a nd 0 f (Butlex &ant $akhR004e Butler 1997); that

is, the process by which individuasacttheir subject position in relation to discouraad the

ways in which subject positions can inhibit certain behaviours.

For Butler then identity is brought into being in accordance with culturally constructed
discourses, practices and structures. These elements have a stabilising impact wigecthe s
when they become embodied in thoughts, feelings and actions. It is at this point that the
individualGs performances appearadmergdrom their identity as opposed to being constitutive

of that identity. Furthermore, the discourses that consuméescein be multiple and
contradictory: yet they are always productive in terms of producing specific effects, which is
where they become powerful. Discourses have the capacity to limit subjects as they bring them
into effect (Gregson and Rose, 200Q) they can also be subject to a process of 'resignification’
and ascribed new meanings (Butler, 1990jor example, resignifications can confront
hegemonic gender nms and contest masculifiemininebinaries throughrony, parodyand
subversion of habituategsimbolic boundaries (Butler 1990; Thompson &lsdiiner 2015).
Importantly, theButleriansubject is neither fully determined by discourse nor completely free

to fashion discourse at will (Salih, 2003ubsequentlyt can becanargudt hat o per f or ma

of identity which may appear to be wilful and reflexive are acts which constitute the narrative

1C



of selfhood, retroactively establishing the subject who s@g¢@kwer, 2012, 183Essentially,

the key distinction offered bihetheory ofperformativity isthat ways of being and doing are
constitutive of the self as opposed to being representative of identity and selfhood. Although
performances may create the illusion of a real or core self, Butler contends that the actors are

an effectof these performansgButler, 1990. Invoking performativity in this research will
enable us to demonstrate that consumerso act
stabilisation of identity while at the same time contributing to identities that are more
fragmented and conflictingn doing so weunpackthe discourses that inform citational
performances in order to understand the tern
effect. Performativityprovides an avenuéo question howthe functionality of SNStructure
seltperformanceswhile also enabling us wnceptualisanonymity asdynamic process of

sociomaterial enactments

Anonymity

Anonymity is essentially social: being anonymous requires the presence of sdedsu(x,

1999).1t is alsoclosely linked to personal identity: it encompasaggerson's capacity to be

free from identificationwith their actions Anonymity enables people to conceal or reveal
information at tleir discretion asa core aspect of informational privacy it is cehtmathe
capacity to control personal information. The proliferation of massceetimunication
technologies has ensured that anonymity remains a source of contention amongst scholars.
Some scholars regard it as a necessary tool to protect private informfatedom of
expression, creativity, and personal expression (Bratigr, 2004). Meanwhile, others argue

that anonymity reduces personal responsibility and fosters environments conducive to hate

speech and defamation (Levmore and Nussbaum, 2010).
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Marx (1999) contends that scholars of anonymity would kgeitved by latching on to either

of these dichotomous viewpointde reminds us thagcholarly understanding of technology,
privacy and anonymity is still in its infancyike all aspects of tecluhogy, the effect of
anonymity can only be evaluated in terms of what we do with it (Boellstorff, 2015). Because
of its reliance on technology, anonymity on SNS must be understood as a dynamic process of
sociomaterial enactmentfl] (Scott and Orlikowski,2014). Given that the performative
approach is orientated towards examirpngcticeghat perform particular phenomena (Barad,
2003), the present study embraces anonymity as a dynamic process of becoming, turning
attention to the socimaterial charactestics of anonymity as it is brought into effect through
performance. In conceptualising performativity as an effect of discursive and material power
relations, Butlero6s framework provides an in
social dynarits of anonymity, are well matched to a Butlerian subject that is deeply connected

to the other through its need for recognition.

Yik Yak

While anonymity iscertainlynot new to the interngtecently a host of anonymous SNS have
come to occupy aignificant spacen the digital marketplacélthoughanonymousetworks

have proven to be popular platforms with consumers, organisations have so far failed to
effectively monetiseéheir potential For example Yik Yak was launched in 2013 and almost
immediatelygarnered a huge customer hashile also attractingnore than $73 million in
venture capita(Carson, 201y The appprovidedanonymous proxinty-based posting, geo
locatingusersandallowing themtg o st A an agoayknous 206haracter messagjeto
alocalisedcohortc a | | e d . Yaa kiidhsedewipoatesh N 6 O P 6 dersdipgritie defrm
00ri gi nal reBporsdsamdoimly assigned Bybols based on a camping motisers

werethenaffordedthe ability to voteonce choosing to either upote, downvote or not vote

12



at all Yaks which receive five down votes werautomatically deleted and removed from the

applicatiorés feed

In March 2016 theorganisationimplementedmandatoryuser profils, embracingidentity-

based postingn an effortto monetizeits offering This strategywas met with huge criticism

from its consumer base, tmuch anextent that therganisatiorrevertedbackto completely

anonymisegostingby Novenber 2016 Despite oncdeingvalued at $400 millior{Carson,

2017) the organisation announced its closure in April 284 @ result of its failure to monetize

effectively. A host of copycat apphtions such as Spout, Yodel, Swiflie @dnvertly have

since occuged this space. Offering getocation, user voting system&nd similar user

interfaces (see figure lifhese applicationaspireto capitaliseon the posmillennial appetite

for anonymity.

Loved being here for two years, the
only way | interacted with people at
uni. So sad to see it gone, it was a
sad ride ever since they started
introducing handles. | can't believe
it will be gone

How come it was the only
way you interacted with

people?

eee00 3 UK = 08:17 @ v 79% N

< Replies @& Fj

I'm at such a low point in my life that

I'm actually considering suicide, it's

almost 5 am I'm off my tits on booze 12
and drugs just trying to feel normal...
dreading tomorrow when the bad

thoughts come flooding in again (=

Q

é Quit the drugs mate. You can't
build your mental state up solid
when you're constantly tearing it
apart with drugs

11

(Figure 1:Screen shot of the user interfacesYak Yak and Spot)
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Research Methodology

The findings of this study are based upon a combination of netnographic
observation/participation and online text interviews (Kozinets, 2015). Netnography adapts
ethnographic methods to examine online cultures and communities (Kozinets, R002).
requiresan immersive combination of participation and observation; we employed the

following procedure for data collection and analysis.

Over a onamonth periodn June2015 initial observations as nguarticipant observers were
conduct ed acr dreland dandtheUK. THisalfowesl 0s toi gain cultural entrée to
Yik Yak culture and develop familiarity with the workings of the app. Based on their high
rates of participation and activity, we based our study on eight univerditiagy College
Dublin, National University of Ireland Galway, University of Limerick, University College
Cork in Ireland and Oxford University, Lancaster University, Essex University and Edinburgh
Napier University in the UK. Anonymity made it impossible for us to identify tkacte
demographics of the Yakkers that we obseryenvever, reports indicate that 99% of Yik

Yakds us erbetivees 34 (Sttista, @CL6).

During the initial phase obbservatiorwe surveyed all interactions dine platform. Based on
ourobservabns, we employed a judgemental approach to sampling to actively select the most
useful topics of interaction to address our research queghtarshall, 1996)Based ortheir
comparative prominence, we judgibe topis of self-presentation, confessioalvicegiving,
provocation, illicit consumption and seidblicing to be most useful for further analys@ur

second phase of observatimmmmenced in December Z)Dver thisthreemonth periodye

used the screenshot function on our phones to recortl #28es ohnonymousnteractions

based on theelectedtopics. This data was organised by date and transferred to personal
computers for coding and analyse e mpl|l oyed Coffey and At kins

orderto organisethe datanto manageable categories. This process invollvesk stagest)
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recognising pertinent phenomena, 2) collecting examples of these phenomena, 3) establishing
commonalities and differences across the datd Betugh this iterative process of coding and

interpretation, we identified preliminary themes and discussed possible linkages between them.

We began the second phase of immersive data collectioiddntifying ourselves as
researchers and posing questions to the herds based on our initial therasesnifinactions
enabled us to develop rapport with the respondents, before inviting them to participate in more
in-depth text interviewsln order to ensure that these interactions remained rooted in the
consumption context we conductdubse interviews tiough Yik Yak In total, we conducted

12 interviewswith participants spanning across each of the selected hé/dsemployeda
semistructuredapproach to interview desigfirst asking@randtourdquestionsuch agican
you tell me &b d uotw eWi-tkio yiYradknfidBpradiel, L9Y Nveich were
askedto develop insights imelation to our emerging themes. Sopwticipants responded
quickly to our questionsyhich enabled us to complete thod interview in a few hours. Other
participats responded less frequentand in some cases interviews were drawh over a
number of weeksThe semistructurednterviewsenabled us to further probe emic teramsl
member check interpretations (Koets, 2002).Further the anonymised nature of these
interviews assisted the participantsharing their thoughts on subjects which may ordinarily
be met with aversion in traditional fateface interviews (i.e.mental health, drug use,
bullying, etc.).The combination obbservatiorand participatiornabled us to addretge lack

of contextual informatiomesulting fromthe anonymised interview conditians

In the final stage ofnalysiswe conductedaxial coding to identify possible linkages between
our open coding thees (Strauss and Corhii990) At various stages throughout the process
we repeatedhe iterative process of working across the data set to identify and refine our

emerging themes. This informed a process of selective coding where previous themes were

15



subsumed into three core themes for this studgalised selperformances, toxic self

performances and supportive spdrformanceg].

Data and Analysis

Idealisedselfperformances fiEveryone on Facebook does it

In the information age, SNS provid® important source of information in relation to young
consumer8 journeys of seHldiscovery and selfreation (Pempelet al, 2009). Yik Yak
provides young consumers the opportunity to engage in what they consider to be more

authentic modes of being amderaction:

Oars: Facebook is about how people pretend to live their life, Yik Yak is about how

people actually live their lives

Authenticity as a discursiveonstruction, emerggsom a notion ofselfhood whichSypher
(1964,15) defines a®d r o ma mtdii v i Aluaageneral ypr@accupation of contemporary
consumer cultur¢Jacknis, 1990 , authenticity is closely <con
with accessing and revealing théirue selve§(see Arnould and Price, 2000; Schouten and
McAlexander, 995). Brandscontinuouslyvalorise authenticityspinningstories about their

own authenticitywhile also heralding it isan essentialvalue of selfhood (Holt, 2002)
Authenticityhasthusbecomea powerful generative force, whighprimarilymanifestedn the
consumeis romanticisedquest dr authenticity (Beverland and Farrelly 200Bhis discourse

is particularly impactful in youth cultures, whereby claims to authenticity provide a means of
establishing internal and external status hierardhi#gatam and Beal, 20030ur participants
regularly explained the differences between Facebook and Yik Yak with reference to the

perceived authenticity of interactions on these platforms. For the participants Yik Yak
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interactions provide a stark contrast to phexformances of idealised identities which are

brought into effect on Facebook.

Tent: Nobody will dispute that people have become more sophisticated in terms of self
presentation, but I think itds nimageisssary t
more fragile than ever before ... Thereos
veneer could be stripped away with a coupl €
controlling of photos of me, b uoh mdltiplen st i | |
public pages at festivals, events pubs and

avoid it anymore

This excerpt is interesting because it situates these young consumergheittamtext of the

age of mass setfommunication (Castesl, 2007) It also illustrates a concecommon amongst

our participants, relating to the pressures surroundingpsestientatioron profile based SNS
Participants articulated a lucid understanding of the fragility of their identities and commonly
expressed their fears and anxieties in relation to maintaining control of their identity
performances on Facebogklarderet al, 2016).The use of the term 6r¢
revealingasit suggests an external layer, or decorative cover, is applied oveatiselfethus

indicating recognition of the idealised nature of ge#sentations on Facebodkis ideal is

often predicated on celebrity discourse and the notion that consumers can themselves attain
microcelebrity status on SNS (Senft, 2008)r Butler(1990),the self is constituted by a host

of pre-given identity categories whicthrough repetitive citatigrgive rise to this illusion o&

core self residindpeneath th&ublic veener Importarily, such repetitions are not doings by

0a s ub might lbe sarditoopre x i st t he deedBlowévBrtheidealised 199 0,

self that appears to provide saiithentication on Faceboalkemainsa difficult prospect for
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most young consumersparticularly when we consider the extensive labour investm

required:

Boat: Your Facebook friends may not be actively doing anything to seek attention, like

regular status updates or photos, but having full control over theipresiéntation is

what Il 6m tal king about ¢é Nevaedycdnefhow e have
other people see us and with social media we ¥aur friends undoubtedly have their

best pictures up of themselves for the best
bad thing, everyone on Facebook does it. | did it myselinwh@st made Facebook
because hey, thatdés what everyone el se is

your sel f ¢ a-folpeods sti hbed efi hsoep & dd ,exaatlptherebkeyaut i t y t h

but rather an identity you wish you were. On Yik Yake r e s no pressur e

Boat illustrates howFacebook isorientated towards successfully negotiating a cultfre

reciprocal smilingand identity verification (Reedt al, 2012) Our participants were critical

of the role of Facebook in terms of propagatthgs imageobsessed culture Facebook 6
structures have a norm inducing effect which propels consumers taniththen present their

destseld (Zhaoet al.,2008) The idealisegself becomes a constructida be consumed by
otherswhere interpellation (Butler, 1997)requiresexcessivemaintenance (Gonzales and
Hancock, 2011). Maintenance manifests in practices such asesslring (Das and Kramer,

2013), untagging unflattering photographs (Zywica and Danowski, 2008) and sharing
affective and culturdy relevant content (Andersoet al, 2016). Such idealised sel
performancesywhich are oftentimes at once unrealistic and unattainable, can invoke feelings

of anxiety because of the weight of the expectations of living up to these ideals.
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OP: | tcambécomparing my | ife to other colleg
canot | have as much fun as they have and

really depresses me. | hate it

Prior research demonstrates tlsatial comparisonon SNS canesult in negative self

appraisal, which can lead to rumination and, in turn, depressive symptoms (Fe&hatein

2013). Young consumers are continually forced to confront theirisefye in order to

create selpresentations, magnifying the view of etk and ensuring that, even in the

comfort of their own homes, they cannot escape the appraising gaze of peers. This can
become problematic for young c o-noscgpnmays as t |
be inextricably boundziortand Adlemc201®, 1898)e thevor ki n g C
competitive virtual campus, anonymity provides an alternative for those exhausted by the
pressures of seffresentation ahcontinuous social comparison, enabling a wider range of

interactions which consumeesnsider tdoe more authentic.

Toxic selperformances fiFuck do | care if | offend anyoae

According to Northcut (2015, 3), Yi k Yak p
anonymity combined with the | easiundecteseunt abi
circumstanceteractionscan become excessive and evolve into cyberbullying. A particular
danger of Yik Yakis that it an be used as a vehicle to attadefameor humiliate others

(Blacket al 2016).For example, dxxing (Bancroft and Reid, 201,/he practice of revealing

personal information the publizvas prominenbn the app:
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OFP: **k*xxx reported my picture of him, for
heés an wugly bastard, hed6s got a greasy gir
Balloon: | saw it, then again |I know him in re:

Compass His name is next to be posted if he carries on

Tent: Post i1t!!!l! Heds a prick to everyone el

Anonymity makes it easier to engage in these behaviours because feelings of sympathy are less
likely to arise when the perpetrator does not knowdkeetity of their victim (Whitaker and

Kowalski, 2015) As illustrated above, some consuslerus e Yi k Yak to O6abus
(2004) conceptualises thise havi our as part of the dédonline
express themselves more freely and feel less restrained in anonymous settings. The veil
provided by anonymity all ows consumers to e
6rudetical, angr vy, towatdedthers (Sulea 2004, 1).rOn ¥ilaYak,ni n g ¢
toxic disinhibition commonly manifests in derogatory eoemts relating to issues of ethnigity

sex, sexuality and gender:

OP-Fucking Hate Travelol grhseem What G ereo tt hgeiyw

OP: Women put their emotions before professionalism

OP: Being gay is a mental iliness.

OP: Male and Female are the only genders that exist. Your made up genders

dondét. count
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From these posts, it is clear thatkYYak can becomeroblematic when consumers find
themselves toxically disinhibited as a result of the anonymity that the platform provides. As
media reports on Yik Yak have widely publicised (Schuman, 2015; Mahler, 2015), anonymity
can negatively impact baviour when the fear of repercussion associated with offensive and
derogatory posts is removed. Toxic disinhibition feeds into a process of deindividuation, where
Yakker s t en dawdre enbage lesd ireselfaluasoa &ntl are less concernbdw

social comparison and evaluation ... which makes them feel less accountable for inappropriate
onl i ne soci al -Vérleeh 202,i13BuWhie s¢gmi@mdradtiens orYik Yak are

clearly indicative of toxic disinhibition, our enquirgxtends his understanding by

demonstratindgnpow these expressions are shajedugh the invocation afultural discourses:

OP: Brexit is an act of selharm from a fundamentally depressed country

Mushroom: | 6 m not even pl aying anymore react
becoming so hateful and intolerant of any other opinion

Lantern: Brexit was an act of EXTREME PATRIOTISM in the face of the

IMMIGRANT MENACE. DEUS VULT !

Mushroom: DONOT TRUST THE LUGENPRESSE

Lantern: YIK YAK IS FULL OF GLOBALIST SHILLS

The invocation otulturaldiscourses, was perhaps most apparent in the aftermath of political
electionsandreferendums. As illustrated above, users employ a variety of rhetorical devices
as a means of emotional appeal. The t&reus Vulf originally a attle cry of Christian
crusaders, more recently appropriated by alternative right movements, iaraiteesignified
(Butler 1990)here by Lantern as a means of racial incitement. This language perpetuates an

ideol ogy of Engl i s h fimedrmoredy it fear ofratherswimmigramts)wa s«

21



than by a distinct i v g01g ap. Similarlg, Musbreom glieitsthed s e |l f
term Lugenpresse(lying-pres$, a pejorative term originally used by German political
movements to describe sugeally untrustworthy media. The term was recergbygnifiedby

alternative right movements to denouradeforms of medig that do not reflect the own

worldview, as acated Othdy(Economist 2017). Framingpolitics as a battle ground, this
6toxic discoursebd6 (Parry, 2016) i's part of
culture that rewards those with the most wunc
2016). Within this context, Yik Yalprovides a forum for fervent debate on issues such as

freedom of speech, censorship, political correctness and the nature of offence:

Oars: Ifindalotof fAWesterno peopl e -feedemado PC t hat
speech too

OP: | agree with Oars, part of any liberal society is the right to criticise

anything

OP: Safe placeare bullshit. hereare no safe places in the real world. ©héy

safe place is in your home. GROW UP MILLENIAES Survival of the fittest.

Pussies who get hurt over verbal enceunts , maybe shoul dnét sur:

The issues raised in these posts are emblematic of a wider cultural gebiatalarly

prominent on university campuses, regarding freedom of speech and sate kpace

negotiating this debate, these users draw upomapament , f i rst advanced
(2014) bookThe Snowflake Effecivhich bemoans postillennials for their inflated

sense of selimportance and psychological fragility. More recently the term has gained

prominence, in both political and cultural diseses, with its meaning expanding as an

epithet to use against Oanyone who could be
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in need of fsafe spaceso, too fragiled (Gol
originally levelled at the poshtillennial gereratian, these users cithis discourse as a
means of distancing themselves f2004n their pe
Resignifying its meaning (Bulter, 1990provides these users with the authority to
claim that their viewpointisrepreserat i ve of a reality that is i

to handle.

OP: right THATO6S I T |1 6ve cracked. PC cul't
down for social equality and democracy and liberal values but the fuck do | care

if | offend anyone anymore

Boat: Il tds just a fact t hat people canot

everyoneéso if someone gets offended | wus

These posts illustrate thabme postnillennials have become disillusioned by what
they experience as the nestions enforced by PC discouss@olitical correctness is
concerneavith establishing the cultural acceptance of diver@tsirclough, 2003). For

its proponents it encompasses a shift to alter cultural representations, values and
identities, whichis often pursued through attempts to change theodrsethat people
empl oy t o s pe a.kAnoaymitylenablesdnsumerdo tircuenvedtthis
restriction while embodyinga view of authenticity thatlates to their own perceptions
regarding thepurity of their motives. These consumers exhibit a belief in the virtue of
speakinghard truth§ believing this to be of greater societal vatli@n protecting the
fragile feelings of theiteasily offendedpeers The term social justice warrior (SJW)
is regularly cited to label those who purportedly use offenca lagsis to shut down

nonpc forms of speech. Referred todastue signallingin online parlance, users are
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charged with adopting superficial moral viewpoints for the purposes of enhancing their
social standingThe citation(Butler 199) of these ideological discourses invokes a

toxicity, which ensureghat thesenteractiongnvariably remairprone to contentin.

Supportive selperformances"You 6r e strong, youobve been in t
Pejorative comments relating to race, gender, sexuality and ethnicity pravakgdcalls to

ban Yik Yak( O6 De | ). Howedr, WBile these callamentthe negative impds of

anonymity, our findings demonstrate that consumers on Yikwéakresourceful in terms of

their capacity to manage and curtail the actions of the toxically disinhibited:

Balloon: The anonymity ensures thaethullies are the vast minorjgyeope are much
guicker to down vote a comment and stand

anonymous.

Ball oonds comment highlights consumer sdé capa
with Yik Yak for the purposes oflemeaning others (Northcut, Z%). In terms of its
architecture, Yik Yak is distinct from many other SNS; the voting function enables consumers

to selfpolice from within the herd and thus develop its own standards from within the
community. As Balloon highlights, anonymity is also ewering because it gives consumers

the confidence to stand up for their beli&strong culture of selpolicingon Yik Yakensured

that cybetbullies are kept in the minority. Through analysis, we begin to recognise that
anonymity engenders a more complex range of behaviours than the toxic disinhibition widely
reported by the media. It points us in the direction of the more benign side of online

di sinhibition which occurs when consumers 01

and engage in Ounuswual acts of kindness and
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(Suler, 2004, 1). Anonymity can create feelings of invisibility; veftgn, from behind the

comfort of their screens, consumers oOtalk fr
traditional facetof ace gr oup, particularly when discus
9). This is true of Yik Yak:
Balloon: The relief of seeing that we are all a state! People mos¢ realstuff here
because 1itds anonymous. Nice change from ot
Boat: No one knows wus here, itds li ke they s
easier.
Hook: One ofthe positives of the anonymity is that people feel safe to open up about
probl ems theydore having. The advice that t
most cases.
Once again the participants draw a@itentionto, what they consider to béhe mae
authentic nature of interactiofsstered through Yik Yak. In this instance, authenticity is
manifested in the feeling of social connection that emanates from their shared sense of
vulnerabilty. According to Sulerds (26noMty and i ne di

positive influencewhen it provides a space for people to oppand express their thoughts

and feelings.On Yik Yak, anonymity opens up spafer discussion ofa variety of
stigmatising issuesuch as: depression; anxiety; sesteem; alf-harm; death and addiction.
Anonymity enables young consumers to explore these issues without the fear of suffering
reputational damagekearning that other people share similar problearspositively affect

c o n s u wel-bem@(Berger 2014. For yaing consumers, these interactions rhaye
provided their first opportunity to learn that other people are experiencing similar

difficulties.
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OP:. Currently struggling with suicidal thouc
and friends are makingworse. Any advice for me UL?

Anchor: Forget the suppoddriends we all have them chup stick with the people that

care about you

Fire: You should also go talk todoctorOP™

Map: OP you can get through this.o u 6 r e, G&® OPP®RPg

Oars: Depressioni s n 0t al ways a tempor arglnicdlyhi ng s ol
depressedtruggle with it their whole lives but there are always good days and you live

for those days even if Ydedr earset femwg,é yamudd \

this fightandyouwa ke everyday thinking yoTlakeite goi ng

one day at a time make the battle smaller b
shitty friends you deserve better ignore vy
tme.Foos on yourself for a while find things

something you always hoped to do but have been afraid to do it. But above all talk to

someone whether ités a doctor a psychiatri
t heydgei mptto | ook at you | i ke you have thr
help in any way possible even i f 1tb6s just

up keep fighting

OP: Thanks everyone | actually feel a bit better now

In our discussins with participants itbecameevident that they considered interactions
involving confession and support as more authentic or real than typical interactions on other
SNS. For these young consumers, a sense of authenticity emerges on Yik Yak through the

sharing of personally sensitive information. In these instances, identities are performed in
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relational interactions that are supportive, sympathetic and empathetic in fatuee.s e o6 ar e
performative acts of identification articulated through frameworks ethtionality and

belonging; specific activities which produce, constitute and staldhksseld6 ( Cov er , 20
183. On first reading, these interactions are indeed representative of what Suler (2004)
describes as benign inhibition. But with closer arna]ysve started to view these
confession/support interactions in a different light. In this interaction, the original poster
provides a brief outline of their personal difficulties. After a series of brief motivational pitches

from others, Oars attemptsnmtivate OP with a call to summon his or her internal strength in
preparation for the oO6fightoé. I n analysing th
more like a sethelp column. But the excesses of this response lead us to questiomibreis

likely that Oars is actually working through his or her own difficulties by projecting these

issues oo OP a® t h e . lowhatdBarthes (1989, 14B18) refers to as theffect of reality,

there is a kind of banal excess in @aesponse, whickeads us to question the significance of

all the insignificant detail. Barthes argues that excess is significant in narrative construction
because it creates a sense of O6concrete real
to a senset eofr &alointcy 6, which <creates the se
consumers are seeking. For interactions of this nature, this sense of authenticity relies upon the
invocation of discourses of weleing in order to structungarticipant®supportiveresponses

to vulnerable confessions:

OP.Peopl e who dondét suffer from depression
staying alive is when you caasitly feel like just giving up
Boot: Not wanting to come off as ignorant lwitat is it that u have toe depressed about

and is there angroactive thingsl can do to combat it?
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Tepee Depression is a chemical imbalancen t he br ain boot. S 0 me
something your sad about in particular.

OP.Youodre right tepee, | 0 nopmysdlfbuslgugtifealgo | 6 m goc
fed up of everything and peopleds ignorant

Depression is real

Tepeel havendt suf f er e dadfitreallybadotl knawadoedbdut but my
it. 1tdos hospi bhadotoi cdagl nwilwdhna th e rtdd sf o ri kyeo
Acorn: It gets betterAll you need is gositive mindsetl t 6 s hard to get th
something that makes you happy. When | was depressed | starteédg outandgoing

on walks Talkto more peopldtreallyhel ped me! And 1 6m here to

OP: Thanks tepee and acorn!

In this series of interactions, we see consumers using Yik Yak to interact around tfieai@ry

topic of depressiorAnonymity is pivotal inshaping what comes to be viewed as authentic in

these social interactionBarticipants carefully police responses allowing little or no space for

posts that they deem insensitive. Reprimands are common for those whoadberet tahis

mode of interaction Relationality is central to the performance of identity, the social
surveillanceexhibited in these interactions contributes to maintaince of social norms that
govern social participation (Butler, 1990; 1998 also see the responders draypon their

personal experiences in order to give themselves credibility as they transition into the role of
expert. Wi th inadequate information about OP
that appears to be derived more from his or her patssxperience as opposed to a genuine
understanding of OPOGs e X p eerformances €nable Tsélfe s e a
authentication on the part of the respondent. This is not a value judgement of these consumers

but, rather an analysis of the typed identity performances and subjectivities that Yik Yak
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brings into effect. We find that an affective sociality emerges through the performance of
empathetic and supportive interactions which brings confessional and supportive and

authoritatve subjectiities into effect.

Discussion

-------------------------------------- Insert Table 1 Here

As illustrated in table lauthenticity emerged as a recurring themeéch wasrepresentative

of theshared experience$ young consumers on Yik YaBeverland and Farrelli2009, 839)

notethatb aut hent i city is a socially constructed |
rather than pr oper tTheg sonténc that comsuriers arem modivateddab j e ¢
pursue identity goals that convey authenticity. Gelhenticationis primarily driven by the

desire to realise particular identity benefits (control, virtue, connectlomortantly, in
conceptualising SN&s a space for such intelligible identipgrformanceswe posit that
consumers wutilise these resources in a vari e
stage is this necessarily a conscious, voluntary moment of identity construction but just as
reiterative, hidden and disavowed as asouline way of walking performs, stabilises and is
consistent with a male identityd (Cover, 20
unpacking t he vari ous di scursive resources
authenticity on SNSin orderto grasp the identity benefits that they pur¢Batler, 1990;

1993.

Celebrity, glf-reflexivityand idealised elves

This paper posed two research questions. The first of which was to identify why young
consumers are increasingtyrning to anonymousSNS. We contend that pestillennial
consumers are beginning to experience, what social media researchers destairbask

fatigue(Bright et al, 2015; Crameet al, 2016).This became evidemts participantselayed
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the weight of expectation that they experienced in maintaining idealisepres#ntations on
FacebookFacebook and Yik Yak differ vastly in terms of how their structures shape identity
performances. Through its architecture, Facebook promulgates arerstuculture based
upon conspicuous consumption, seleation andtaste displays. This idealised self is a
commodity sign; it is an entity that engages in labour, while also simultaneously signalling to
others he work that it is engaging imjways ainng to embody sought after cultural values
(Hearn, 2008)In this way Facebook ermuragesidentity performances which stylistically and

repetitvely cite (Butler, 1990)the tropes otelebrity discourséseeMarwick, 2015.

This discourseés havinga norminducing effect creating a culture in whicpostmillennials

are continually confrontetly idealised selpresentationssubjected tappraising gazeand

charged withadministering reciprocal sneié Young @onsumers arthusthrust into a positio

of forced reflexivity, as the process of profile creation requires them to observe, contemplate,

label and articulate the self (Turkle, 200Bacebook is having a destabilising effect upon the
identities of many young consumerst the process ofcreating these idealised self
presentations, consumerso6 efforts g@Eamere to o
et al, 2016. The unrelenting nature of this work has madejpost! | enni al consume
of the fragility of their identities The participantsillustrated concernsbout maintaining
control ; they fear | osing controlAsaresult,havi n
authenticity comes to be judged in terms o

performances ia manner that lives up to these expectations

Beverland and Farrelly (200841) assert thaécontrol is an endtate (whereby consumers
seek to be Ain con&inoombinatiom the srecture of Ragelboolkaang r o ¢ e

the ever evolving nate of celebrity discourse ensures that consumers can never fully control
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this environment. Given the extensive labour required to even temporarily achieve control over
o0 n e 0 gerfermande (Andersoet al, 2016; Marwick, 2015), it is clear to see tlgating
consumers are increasingly turning to anonymous SNS in an attempt to realise alternative
identity benefitsAnonymityon Yik Yakremoves s ecamadties to accumulate reputational
capital and thus alleviates the need to controlmeiformancego the same extent that is
evidenced on profile based SN¥his provides a welcome and desired respite for young
consumers amongst the pressures of idealisegpsedbntationHowever if consumers want

to remainheard on Yik Yak, they must appreciate the social norms which shape interaction in
order to avoid dowavoting to the point of deletiorThrough the structure of its design, Yik

Yak enables alternative sets of identity performances.

Battleground ofaxiaty

OurdatasuppsSul er 6s (2004) asnabexdansuraenso dndagetin toxioo o N y mi
behavioursin addressing our second research quesiios clearthat anonymity providea

platform to voice contentious or even bigoted viewpoinishout fear ofreprimand Such
behaviourmay bemotivated by desireto create alternativeealities, with the intetion of

objectifying othersimr der t o el evate oneb6s own sense of

howt he i nternet O6blurs the distinction betwe
fantasyisoutthere, pi ece of every r eader O0Thesepeohlédmst vy, a
are not new to the inter neign makes it pattitukarly st r uc

problematic because it connects people within a clearly defioealised social spacd@he
practice of doxing provides a pertinent example lddw mnsumerswith malicious intent

mayharm others in ways that can quickly seeprf the virtual world.
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The absence of consequencgsYik Yak also engenderself-performanceshich invoke

discourses on issues surrounding freedom of speech, safe spaces, censorship anguaffence.

interactiondrequentlyspark debateyith young coisumershotly contesng a host of divisive
topics. Consumers frequentlysetheir anonymityto rejectthe restrictions imposed by PC
discourseGiven thecurrentinfluence of these discoursesterms of shaping what consumers
can and cannot say both B8NS (Bell, 2016)anduniversity campused ukianoff and Haidt,
2015, we arguethat these interactionare significant in ways that extend beyond toxic
disinhibition. Self-performancesf this naturecan be interpreted as indexically authentic,
whereby thecues thaguide selfexpressions areelieved to reflect atrue-selfd (Grayson and
Martinec, 2004)In these interactions, sgerformancesegate social convention providiag
means through which users aasignifythe meanings of discoursesexpres theirauthentic
world view (Butler, 1990) In overriding considerations laing to the offence of others, Yik
Yak supports selperformances that engender thaentity benefit of virtuous self
authentication.A sense of athenticity is realisedin selfperformancesin which users
vigorously expressheir moral fortitude.In these respects, toxic expressions on Yik Yak are

significant in ways that extend beyond a perverse appetite for cyberbullying or defamation

Help-seekersand wounded éalers

Thevalue inherent in these spaces of interaction isdesnplified in the benign behaviours
exhibited onYik Yak. Anonymity assists consumers in opening up, enabling thesrpess
their vulnerability by sharing difficult experience#\s noted previouslywe argue that these
benign identity performances are shaped through the invocatiwallebeingdiscoursesAs

a cultural script, welbeing invites a way of being that is deeply relational in natNegar

(2011, 4) cont ends t &saemotianalyh meaningfll discouse ia |

essentially a discourse of transformation: it transforms the Self from an independent one into a
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relational one, and the Other from a distant, different Other into somebody essential for the
Sel f 6-beiwedd.e We mndtari ties between Nayaroo6s
observed on Yik Yak: anonymity inspires identity performances that are deeply relational in

nature, while also opening up possibilities for personal transformation.

With the removal of real lifedentities, benign identity performances become reliant upon an
affective modality that sees social relations established through the sharing of emotions and
experiences. By design, Yik Yak interactions are structured to be brief in natyas ameésult

the potential for limiting the distance (or truly getting to knoke other is always hampered.
Yetconsumers are frequently compelled to offer support because they themselves identify with

the difficulties expressed by otheResponderslipintother ol e of fAwounded he
1969), drawing from personal experiences in order to pbesadvice to suppodeekers
Theserelations open up possibilitied personal transformation fdyoth the caregiver and

carereceiver.

By unpackingthe narrative construction of these performances identified a tendency
wherebyconsumers invokée inspirational and motivational rhetoric of the $edfp genre.

This culture of welbeing propagates the notion of the perfectible self that can be wqrked

for selfimprovementDrawing upon personal experience and citing this influential discourse

allows carersto elevate themselve® advise, prescribe, motivate and inspihile still

performing identities that are received as caring, supportive@mpdthetic in naturén doing

sosefaut hentication through projection of onNnEe
achievedBeverland and Farrelly, 20093nonymity thusopens up pathways to increase self
understanding and engage in s#divelopmentto resolve interpersonal and intrapersonal

conflicts and to explore emotional and experiential aspects of th@ksell. o p a upknewn'

self and the relationality relieson (Bulter and Salih, 2004hus provideself-authemication
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for boththe helpseeker and wounded healga the sense of emotional connectedness that is

shared in these interactions (Beverland and Fayr@0p9). This process akin to the
psychodynamic notion of oOworkingadcthualuighdt iod
(Suler, 2004, hence facilities the identity benefit of personal enrichment through the
fellowship of sharing with others, while lending itself to establishing anonymity as an

authoritative performance (Arnould and Pri2800).

Theoretical Implications

Basedortheparti ci pantsé reflections, it may be t e
effect reveals intrinsic aspects of the consumer psyche, arguing that it allows repressed
emotions and behaviours to come to the surface; to penetrateatideofjselfpresentation, to
reveal a mor @i nmirlean | ys,el &df f mandéds (1959, 196 ]
have ushered us to highlight distinctions between the idedlisetistage performances of

Facebook while arguingthatY i k  Ybadkshge performaresreveal a moredirue-selfa

However, as a lengerformativity theory enabled us to see how consumer subjectivities are
brought into effect on SN&ee Table 1)By situating this enquiry within the wider cultural

practices of identity anslelf-hood,performativity enabless to extend the critical frameworks

that consumer researchemmploy to understand identjtywhile also destabalising the
problematic dichotomy betweérealtlife dbanddvirtualdidentities In shifting the analytic focus

away from the conscious actions of agentic consumers, we foregrounded the interrelations of
discourses, practices and structures in the performance of ideftiéetemonstrated th#te

self consists of an array pfe-deteminedidentity types and experiengeshich are brought

into effectthroughstylised repetitive citation of discourg@utler, 1990; 1993)On this basis,

it became possibl@r us to demonstrate hdBNS champion particular ways of presenting and

categor si ng o0 n e doseclosimgbthiers(@utler nel Salih, 2004)We illustrated a

varietyof ways in whichconsumers act on Yik Yakemonstratinghe impact of thesactions
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upon the sé and othersThis is not to say that consumers are sovereigrestsiput instea
reminds how identitieare in a constant state of becomiagmetimes occupying a number of
subject positions and drawing upon a variant of resources and discourses to construct the self

(Brickell 2003).

This understanding afforded us the opportunity to masyond the reasonghy consumers

consume variants of SN$ demonstrate how theociomateriality of SNS come to shape

enduring consuming subjectivitiesScott and Orlikowski, 200)4We have illustreed how the

design decisions made by platform creators both encourage and constrain particularised
identity performances. This research extends understanding of identity expression on SNS by
demonstrating how, O0in a vednpologiesad bytheverye, t h
same stroke, desi gni n g 20840 322)Eronytidis pérdpective, the a n d |
consuming subject consists of compartmentalised selves that come into effect in the coming
together of environments awmliscourse The idealisedself performedn Facebooks part of

the same self that defames others or exprdeses and anxieties on Yik YaWe argue that
consumerso6 affirmations about the self are |
that society (and omle communities) chooses to valiéhile this position may seem obvious,

it represents a significant departure fronm
consciously performing subject in consumer reseditghmaintain thaselvesare constituted

in discourse but are also unconsciously reconstituted in the encounter with different new
imaginative discursive arrangements (Bytl&91 Cover 2012. In the case of post

millennials anonymity provides reprieve frorthe interpellationof celebrity discours on

identity based platformsvhilst simultaneouslyfacilitating a forum for resignification of

meaning. Essentially, this study contributes to our understanding of identity on SNS by

demonstrating that consumersod ways of being
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representative of identity and selfhood. While these performances create tha iua real

self, the identities of these consumers are an effect of performance.

Resisting the temptation to adopt a binary conceptualisation of authenticity, this enquiry also
further develops understandings of authenticity as a socially construotezkpt. In
highlighting the dual role of discourse and SNS design, the present study demonstrates the
influence of sociematerial relations in shaping varying manifestations of authenticity on SNS.

By encouraging the citation of celebrity tropes througkaided selperformances and
continuous selmaintenance, Facebook promulgates a view of authenticity which necessitates

that consumersiustattain control over their sefierformanceso achieve selauthentication.

On Yik Yak anonymity displaces thisedfor control, opening up pathways for consumers to
insteadrealise seHauthentication through contentiously virtuous and connest@king seH
performances (Beverland and Farrelly, 2009). These snaterial factors are influential in
constructingand shaping what comes to be perceived as authentic orBENS.(1990; 1993)

enables us to see that all forms of identity expression are constructed, although some are viewed
as more authentic than ot her s; onvdncprivilegieg r eal |
of particular i magi nary aQnthiséasisButleri(1®90,228)6 ( Br i
conceives of the self as aw®xiprlssi ov@ésapfar alde
social construct, we demonstrate that idiosghicrunderstandings of authenticity emerge as

an effect of the discourses that consumers observe on SNS.

Practical Implications and Future Research

Public health researciiustratesthatanonymity enabledistinctmodes of interactigrwhich
makes anonynous networksa powerful toolfor promoting health education and fostering
dialoguearoundsensitive health issues (Beatdal, 2009).In the UK one in four studentsre
currently sufferingfrom mental health problems (@nin and Smith 2016) These stark
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statistics place eesponsibilityon thirdlevel institutions tceffectivelymanage mental health.
This researchighlightsthe untappedotentialinherent inanonymous SNS. We recommend
that support services leverage this potentiaplaging trained support staff on anonymous
SNS with the aim of facilitatingdiscussion offering informed adviceand direang young

people to further suppoftor example of same see Big White Wall)

In unpacking the behaviour and cultural impact of anonynmsmgal networking as an
emerging consumption phenomendnststudy provides insight inttve prevalent desire for
anonymity in the digital marketplacAnonymous SNS have the potential to be a disruptive

force within a space that is currently dominategnfile-based SNSAs of yet organisations

have struggled to devise ways of effectively monetising anonymous consumerAsases.

avenue for fuire research, we recommend tima&rketresearchers examine this space to
ascertain the feasibility of anonynm SNS in termsf revenue generatioiVe also highlight

the relatively untapped potenti al of Butl er
understandingdf self-performances in other contextds demonstrated in this papehe
performdive ontology can contributeew and alternative understandings of consumer identity

projects

Notes

[1] Sociomateriality understanding aims to ground the ways in which technologies and their
architectures create, sustain or change consumer subjectikitbegh a relational ontology

between practices and materiality (see Scott and Orlikowski, 2014).

[2] For the purposes of presentation in this paper, some data excerpts are comprised of a series
of yaks made by one user . toiBdcptawhareé ae gndslared ar e

another starts.
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Authenticity
on SNS

Anonymity
on SNS

Identity on
SNS

Authenticity
on SNS

Anonymity
on SNS

Table 1

‘Goffman-esque’ analysis of identity, authenticity and anonymity on SNS

Dramaturgy: SNS as a stage which affords consumers the capacity to develop personas far removed from any previous
representation of the self (McQuarrie et al. 2013).

Impression Management: Consumers carefully consider the symbolic values of objects, places, signs and symbols to
selectively create idealised self-presentations (Berger, 2014; Schau and Gilly, 2003).

Identity Kits: SNS technologies have become a fundamental basis through which consumers construct self- identity
(Belk, 2013; Eagar and Dann, 2016).

Front and Back Stage Performances: Profile based SNS provide the stage for consumers’ idealised self-performances.
While consumers attempt to display a desirable character, audiences evaluate the authenticity of these portrayals
(Kerrigan and Hart, 2016; Berger, 2014; Gannon and Prothero, 2016). Authenticity is often-times framed as a binary
between authentic and inauthentic self-presentations (Wilcox and Stephens, 2013; Marder et al. 2016).

A Goffmanesque analysis of anonymity on Yik Yak: would have highlighted distinctions between the idealised front-
stage performances of profile based SNS, while arguing that Yik Yak's backstage performances reveal a more “true-self”.

‘Butler-ian’ analysis of identity, authenticity and anonymity on SNS

Identity performances: As actors in the world, consumers’ performances on SNS are always culturally constituted: they
‘cite’ norms and act in ways that are shaped by the socio-material structures of SNS.

0 Celebrity discourse: Profile based SNS such as Facebook encourage identity performances which stylistically and

repetitively cite the tropes of celebrity discourse.

¥ Toxic discourse: Yik Yak facilitates the citation and resignification of a host of ideologically charged discourses
relating to race, gender, ethnicity and sexuality.
Well-being discourse: Similarly, on Yik Yak the cultural script of well-being invites a way of being that is deeply
relational in nature.
Performativity accounts for how: the citation of these discursive arrangements, in conjunction with the socio-material
structures of SNS, brings particular subjectivities into effect i.e. the idealised self-performance which is continuously
subjected to the appraising gaze of others, and also charged with administering reciprocal smiles.

*
oje

Authenticity as discourse: emerges from a romanticised notion of individuality. It is closely connected to concerns with

accessing and revealing the “true-self”.

0 Authenticity as Control: authenticity comes to be judged in terms of consumers’ capacities to control their self-
performances in a manner that lives up to the expectations of celebrity discourse.

» Authenticity as Virtue: overriding considerations relating to offence, Yik Yak supports self-performances that

engender the identity benefit of virtuous self-authentication.

Authenticity as Connection: emerges through the sharing of personally sensitive information. In these instances,

identities are performed in relational interactions that are supportive, sympathetic and empathetic in nature.

Performativity accounts for how: various socially constructed manifestations of authenticity come into effect in the

interrelations between consumer actions and the socio-material structures of SNS.

s
D>

Anonymity on SNS: must be understood as a dynamic process of socio-material enactments.
Anonymity removes: users’ capacities to accumulate reputational capital, thus alleviating the need to control
self-performances to the same extent that is evidenced on profile based SNS.
¥ Anonymity sparks: hotly contested debates concerning a host of divisive topics surrounding freedom of speech,
safe spaces, censorship and offence.
Anonymity enables: consumers to express their vulnerability by sharing difficult experiences, inspiring identity
performances that are deeply relational in nature, while also opening up possibilities for personal
transformation.
Performativity accounts for: the socio-material basis of anonymity, revealing how discursive arrangements shape
emerging notions of authenticity, which result in a distinct array of disinhibited identity performances i.e. help
seekers/wounded healers, and virtuous, confrontational and self-aggrandising self-performances.

*,
Lo
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