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Abstract

Today, "digital identity" has become a concept that users, especially young people as
the first adopters of new technologies, encounter in their daily lives. The present
paper tries to examine and analyze the digital identity of young people and how their
identity is perceived and represented in the social media space. The present study was
conducted using a qualitative approach and semi-structured interview technique with
20 young people through purposive sampling and face-to-face and online interviews.
Thematic analysis technique was used to extract and analyze the findings. The
findings include three main themes: “self-fluidity,” “arbitrary freedom,” and
“consumerism syndrome of everyday life,” along with ten sub-themes: “self-
actualization,” “self-will,” “self-deception,” “freedom from obstacles and limitations,”
“multiplicity of my interactions, discomfort of interacting with others,” “free
satisfaction of needs,” “motivation for excellence and approval,” “ostentatious
consumption,” and “hedonistic and passive consumption.” The findings indicate the
deep and multifaceted role of social media in the self-recreation and continuous
representation of youth identity. In this space, they are active actors who create,
reconstruct, and represent their identity in the context of symbolic choices,
interactions with others, and their feedback.
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Introduction

In today’s world, digital technologies —particularly social media- play a pivotal role in
transforming human experiences. These platforms are not only tools for
communication and interaction but also spaces where identities are shaped and
represented, especially among young people who are often at the forefront of adopting
new technologies. The concept of identity is no longer a fixed construct defined solely
by social rules and norms.

According to Gordilo-Garéa (2023), We live in an era where everything is under the
control of media spaces -timeless, placeless, borderless, multidimensional, and
constantly expanding- are reshaping identity, especially among the youth, enabling
the construction of “digital identities” on a global scale and in the broadest possible
sense. In these spaces, young people construct, reconstruct, and display their identities
through actions such as posting, liking, and sharing, this space, it has provided a
suitable environment for dialectical identities.

As subjects with fragmented and multiple identities, they navigate this maze in search
of meaning and self-definition, striving to establish connections. In today's society,
digital identity is not simply a technological or individual matter, rather a reflection of
new forms of social interactions, new formations of social belonging, and the
redefinition of the boundaries of "I/me" and "we/other." Ignoring this new form of
identity, especially among adolescents and youth, given its close connection to new
cultural patterns and emerging ways of life, can lead to an incomplete understanding
of their actions, emerging lifestyles, various aspects of their identity, and even the
cultural and social changes that are taking place in relation to this youth identity and
the digital space.

Previous research indicates that young people’s digital identities are influenced by
individual, social, and cultural factors. For example, Samani and Farahani (2016)
emphasize the interplay between online and offline identities, while international
studies such as Gunduz (2017) and Fu (2018) highlight the multifaceted nature of
identity across different platforms. However, there remains a need for deeper
exploration of Iranian youths lived experiences in this domain, where social media

have become an inseparable part of everyday life.

Purpose
This study aims to examine the digital identities of young people, focusing on how

they perceive and represent their identities in social media spaces. Accordingly, it
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seeks to answer the following questions: Based on their subjective meanings, how do
young people perceive their identities in the context of social media? How do they
display and represent these identities in such spaces?

Conceptual Framework

In this study, the conceptual framework focuses on Erving Goffman's theory of "self-
presentation” and "impression management”, which considers identity not as a fixed
and inherent characteristic, but as a performative, fluid process dependent on
interactive contexts. Goffman's perspective has been complemented by contemporary
theories in the field of digital and online identity, especially Sherry Turkle's views on
the fragmentation and fluidity of identity in cyberspace, Papachariss's view on self-
representation in social media, and Walter's transpersonal theory on the role of
technological possibilities in impression management. This conceptual framework
was based on the fact that social media provides a space in which individuals can
consciously and controllably represent their identity. In this space, identity is formed
in the interaction between users with their various characteristics, the norms of
diverse platforms and the technical capabilities of social media and is manifested in
multiple, flexible and editable ways. Therefore, understanding digital identity requires
a process-oriented, dialectical and interactive approach, not just a description of the
individual characteristics of users. This framework provides the basis for interpreting
the research findings and has allowed the researcher to analyze the behaviors and
actions of young users in the form of self-presentation and impression management
and to establish a coherent connection between the conceptual foundations and the

research data.

Methodology

In our research, the data collection was accomplished through a qualitative approach
and in semi-structured interviews. The sampling method was purposive sampling and
theoretical sampling; interviews continued until theoretical saturation, until no new
evidence or concepts was obtained from the data. Finally, we interviewed 20 girls and
boys aged 16-29 (12 girls and 8 boys). The findings were analyzed using the thematic
analysis technique. To carry out thematic analysis, first, all the data was completely
converted into text, then the process of codifying sub-themes was carried out and

finally, the main themes were extracted.



Findings

The findings include three main themes: “self-fluidity”, “arbitrary freedom” and
“consumerism syndrome of everyday life”, along with ten sub-themes: “self-
actualization”, “self-will”, “self-deception”, “freedom from obstacles and limitations”,
“multiplicity of my interactions, discomfort of interacting with others”, “free
satisfaction of needs”, “motivation for excellence and approval”, “ostentatious
consumption” and “hedonistic and passive consumption”.

Self-fluidity — This theme highlights the dynamic and ever-changing nature of identity
and includes the subthemes of “self-actualization” (freely expressing oneself); “self-
will” (presenting an aspirational image of oneself based on desires and self-imagery);
“self-deception” (redefining oneself based on others’ perceptions and acceptance).
According to participants, social media provide an environment where individuals
can create diverse self-representations tailored to communicative goals, platform
features, and audience expectations.

“Arbitrary freedom”. This theme refers to selective freedom and release from
constraints and includes the subthemes: “freedom from obstacles and limitations”
(escaping familial or social control), “multiplicity of my interactions, discomfort of
interacting with others” (particularly with the opposite gender), “free satisfaction of
needs” (freely expressing personal needs), “motivation for excellence and approval”
(boosting self-confidence and gaining social approval through likes and comments).
Young people view this space as an opportunity to experience freedoms that are
otherwise limited in the real world.

“Consumerism syndrome of everyday life”- This theme emphasizes symbolic
consumerism and includes the subthemes of: “ostentatious consumption” (consuming
to attract attention, gain approval, and enhance symbolic status within social media),
“hedonistic and passive consumption” (not aimed at purposeful, creative action, but
rather at passing time, temporary entertainment, shallow interactions, and casual

browsing, such as liking and replying to humorous photos and videos).

Conclusion

The findings indicate that social media environments provide diverse opportunities
for self-expression, where identity is redefined through symbolic choices, social
feedback, and media interactions. This space not only reflects one’s real self but also
represents an idealized and reinterpreted self, shaped by others’ perceptions and

acceptance. Participants lived experiences on social media were accompanied by
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feelings of release from restrictions, control, and social constraints, along with access
to a form of volitional freedom. It is a free and unbounded environment where
individuals can transform from passive objects into active, creative subjects. They also
strive to strengthen self-confidence and self-image through positive feedback such as
being liked, followed, or unfollowed. According to the findings, social media—by
promoting a performative lifestyle—have fostered a consumer identity among youth.
In Bauman’s terms, this is the “consumerist human”: an identity in which
consumption is aimed not at fulfilling needs but at display and gaining social status.
Young people seek not merely to purchase goods but to acquire images, identities, and
social positions. Another significant finding of this study is the transformation in
leisure practices among youth, shifting toward aimless “wandering” rather than
purposeful, creative engagement. Thus, digital identity offers a unique, diverse, and
multifaceted arena for self-realization, meaning -making, identity formation, and
meaningful communication- an identity that society, in many ways, has deprived

young people of embodying in the offline world.

Novelty

The advantage of this study lies in its qualitative approach to examining the digital
identities of young people. This form of identity —shaped through social media, digital
platforms, mobile applications, and related technologies- has transformed
smartphones, tablets, and laptop screens into integral components of young people’s
daily lives. Within these spaces, youth encounter opportunities for identity
exploration, new modes of self-presentation, evolving social expectations, and
innovative pathways for socialization and communication at both individual and
collective levels. These environments function as arenas for social relationships and
human interaction, ultimately influencing how young people perceive themselves and

engage with others.
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