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  Introduction: 
  In today's  society digital media plays a major  role in shaping how  individuals communicate, 
interact, and form their identities. For pre-teens who are in a critical development stage from the 
age of 9-12 years old, this stage is marked by self-discovery and self-awareness and through the 
rise of social media platforms, it introduces new opportunities and pressures for self-expression. 
This research explores whether and how digital media has altered pre-teens self-expression 
emphasizing on the tension between authenticity, performance and identity formation. Drawing, 
writing and imaginative play are examples of intimate, creative and explanatory activities that 
have traditionally been associated to childhood self-expression. These forms of expression 
encouraged young individuals to develop a sense of self without immediate external judgement. 
However, these practices have changed as a result of the integration of digital platforms into 
daily life. Pre-teens may instantaneously share their thoughts, images and experiences with an 
audience through social media, transforming self expression from a private act into a public and 
carefully curated performance. This research explores the extent of how, for pre-teens, their 
perceptions and expressions of their identities are influenced by digital media. It poses the 
question of whether online platforms promote genuine self-representation or performative 
behaviours influenced by social norms and peer validation. It also takes into account the role 
that digital media plays in memory and identity creation as well as how it affects emotional 
reactions to self-expression. This research uses primary data from a self-formed survey of pre-
teens along with theoretical frameworks from key media and sociological theorists to explore 
these questions. To contextualize how identity is performed, shaped and remembered, the 
theoretical element draws on Marshall McLuhan's media ecology, Erving Goffman's concept of 
self-presentation and the idea of anamnesis from The Social Media Reader. This thesis argues that 
although digital media has not replaced traditional forms of self-expression it has significantly 
altered them due to the development of new dynamics of visibility, performance and external 
validation. In an increasingly mediated society, pre-teens today navigate the dual system of 
identity, maintaining a balance between their public self-presentation and their internal 
authenticity. 

Theoretical Contexts:
Understanding how digital media alters pre-teens self-expression requires a theoretical 
framework that takes into account identity, media environments and memory. This study draws 
on Marshall McLuhan's concept of media ecology, Erving  Goffman’s theory of self-
presentation  and the concept of anamnesis as it is discussed in digital media discourse. The  
presentation of Self in Everyday Life by Erving Goffman offers a  fundamental framework for 
analysing  how people  display their identities  in social  settings. According to Goffman, social 
interaction is inherently theatrical, with people presenting themselves in ways that other people 
will find acceptable as  he states, ‘All the world is not, of   course, a stage, but the crucial ways 
in which it isn’t are not easy to   specify .’[footnoteRef:22765] This highlights the blurred line between performance  [22765:  Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (London: Penguin, 1959) p. 15] 

and authenticity. Social media platforms can be viewed as an extension of this stage in the 
context of digital media as pre-teens carefully curate their identities through post, images, and 
interactions. Goffman further expresses  that, ‘When an individual appears before others, he will
 have   many motives for trying to control the impression they receive ’.[footnoteRef:8852] This concept is  [8852:  Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, p. 26.] 

especially significant to pre-teens usage of social media since like, comments and shares are 
ways for them to feel validated. Performative self-expression, in which content is produced for 
audience approval rather than just personal fulfillment, may result from desire to control 
impressions. Goffman's idea of impression management is thus strengthened by digital media as 
it increases the audience scale, immediacy, and quantifiability. 

By highlighting the impact of media on human perception and behaviour, Marshall Mcluhans 
theory of media ecology supports this perspective as he famously stated, ‘the medium is the 
[bookmark: _Int_RS76o1Zi]message’.[footnoteRef:18819] This quote suggests that the characteristics of a medium shape how content is  [18819:  Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (London: Routledge, 1964) p. 7] 

understood. Social media platforms significantly alter how pre-teens express themselves due to 
their emphasis on visual content, instant feedback, and continuous engagement. The medium 
encourages visual appeal and shareability which may priortise aesthetics over depth. 
Furthermore, McLuhan expresses that ‘We shape our tools and thereafter our tools shape us’. [footnoteRef:16284] [16284:  McLuhan, Understanding Media, p. 21.] 

This reciprocal relationship is evident in how pre-teens adapt their behaviours to fit the norms of
 digital platforms. They utilise social media to express themselves but at the same time these 
platforms influence the type and structure of that expression. For instance, the platform design 
encourages continuous sharing and interaction which can turn self-expression into a 
performance-driven and habitual practice.  The concept of anamnesis as discussed in The Social 
Reader, adds another dimension by analysing on memory and identity in digital contexts. 
Anamnesis is the act of recalling or remembering which is often externalized through postings, 
images, and archives. One relevant idea is that ‘social media functions as a prosthetic memory’, [footnoteRef:20353] [20353:  Michael Mandiberg, (ed.), The Social Media Reader (New York: New York University Press, 2012) p.142] 

enabling users to use digital records to save and recall experiences. This suggests that self-
expression is no longer fleeting but becomes part of a permanent, curated archive. Additionally, 
it is argued that ‘To remember through media is to construct identity through selection’.[footnoteRef:19788] This  [19788:  Mandiberg (ed.), The Social Media Reader, p. 145.] 

illustrates how digital memory is selective as pre-teens may choose which moments to share and 
preserve, shaping how they are percieved by others and how they perceive themselves. Since 
memories are filtered through the lens of shareability, this process can make it difficult to 
distinguish between curated identity and actual experience. 

When viewed together, these ideas offer a framework for comprehending how self-expression is 
altered by digital media. McLuhan emphasizes the impact of media structures; Goffman 
highlights the performative aspect of identity and anamnesis explores the function of memory in
 identity development. Combined, they suggest that digital media does not simply provide a new
 platform for self-expression but actively transforms its nature, making it more public, 
performative and long lasting.

Method:
This research offers a quantitative survey method to look into how pre-teens self-expression is 
influenced by digital media. In order to record behavioural patterns, emotional reactions and 
preferences regarding both offline and online forms of expression, a seven multiple choice 
question survey was created in which 24 participants from the age range of 9-12 years old took 
part in areas around Dublin. The key concepts from the main research question and its 
theoretical framework, such as the frequency of social media use, creative expression methods, 
authenticity perceptions and the emotional effects of content sharing were implemented by the 
survey method. It also explored the continued importance of personal offline creative activities 
and the degree to which performative tendencies and audience awareness influence self-
expression. Within the survey included questions about how digital media affects identity 
formation and memory externalisation. All participants were given the same question in the 
same format and order to ensure the data collected was consistent and close ended to allow ease 
for the quantitative analysis. As a whole, the survey design offered a focused and 
methodologically coherent form of investigating the impact of digital media amongst the 24 pre-
teens who took part. Survey findings below:

	Question
	Response Option
	Percentage (%)

	1. When you want to show how you feel or who you are, which do you enjoy more?
	· Drawing, writing, or making things by hand

	45.8

	
	· I like both the same
	33.3

	
	· I’m not sure
	12.5

	
	· Posting photos, videos, or messages online
	8.3

	
	
	

	2. How often do you use TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat or YouTube?
	· Several times a day
	50.0

	
	Once a day
	29.2

	
	A few times a week
	12.5

	
	· Never
	8.3

	
	
	

	3. How do you usually feel after posting something about yourself online?
	· Normal – I don’t really think about it
	45.8

	
	· I don’t post about myself online
	29.2

	
	· Nervous – worried about what others think
	20.8

	
	· Happy and confident
	4.2

	
	
	

	4. How do you feel when you create something just for yourself and don’t share it online?
	· Relaxed and comfortable
	45.8

	
	· I don’t do this
	25.0

	
	· Proud of myself
	16.7

	
	· Bored
	12.5

	
	
	

	5. Which activity helps you feel more like your “real self”?
	· Being creative offline (art, writing, etc.)
	54.2

	
	· Both equally
	29.2

	
	· I’m not sure
	16.7

	
	
	

	6. Do you ever take photos or record videos mostly so you can share them online, even if you might not have taken them just to remember?
	· Sometimes
	50.0

	
	· Rarely
	20.8

	
	· Never
	20.8

	
	· Yes, often
	8.3

	
	
	

	7. When thinking back on a memory, does seeing the photos or posts online help you remember it more than just thinking about it yourself?
	· Sometimes posts help
	41.7

	
	· Mostly remember without posts
	33.3

	
	· Mostly remember through posts
	16.7

	
	· I’m not sure
	8.3



Analytical Discussion:
Frequency of Use and Media Ecology
The data collected for this study shows a complex relationship between pre-teen self-expression 
and digital media. Aligned with the theoretical frameworks, the results show how media 
environments, performance and memory actively shape identity formation. The high frequency 
of social media use with 50% of participants using it several times a day and 29.2%  utilising it
 once daily is a significant pattern that emerges from the data. This reflects Marshall McLuhan's 
media ecology theory which he famously states, ‘The medium is the message’.[footnoteRef:25549] In addition to  [25549:  McLuhan, Understanding Media, p. 7] 

utilising social media to express themselves, pre-teens also alter their behaviour to conform to 
its structures of immediacy, visibility and engagement demonstrating McLuhan's theory that, ‘we 
shape our tools and thereafter our tools shape us’. [footnoteRef:27712] [27712:  McLuhan, Understanding Media, p. 21.] 

Authenticity and Offline Expression
Despite this high level of engagement, the data indicates that digital platforms are not the 
primary space for authentic self-expression. When engaging in offline creative activities like 
writing or drawing, 54.2% of participants said they felt most like their "real self." Erving 
Goffman's theory of self-presentation is supported by this, particularly his claim that ‘when an 
individual appears before others, he will have many motives for trying to control the impression 
they receive.’[footnoteRef:13519] While social media expands the “stage” of interaction, it also intensifies  [13519:  Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, p. 26] 

impression management, making authenticity more difficult to maintain in public digital spaces. 
These findings suggest that offline environments remain crucial for genuine, internally 
motivated self-expression, where individuals are not constrained by audience expectations. 
Performance and Self-Presentation
The performative nature of digital self-expression is reinforced by participant behaviour. 50% 
reported occasionally creating content specifically to post online, while 8.3% stated they 
intentionally do so. This demonstrates a clear awareness of audience perception and supports 
Goffman’s view that social interaction is inherently theatrical, as reflected in his statement that 
‘all the world is not, of course, a stage, but the crucial ways in which it isn’t are not easy to 
specify.’[footnoteRef:9122] This "stage" is magnified in digital environments. Preteens express deliberate self- [9122:  Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, p. 15] 

presentation that is influenced by expected responses, indicating that expression is often 
influenced by outside factors. The structure of social media platforms encourages this 
behaviour, reinforcing the idea that identity online is something performed rather than simply 
expressed.
Emotional Responses to Self-Expression 
Emotional responses to posting highlight the pressures associated with digital self-expression. 
After posting, 20.8% of participants reported feeling anxious, 45.8% reported feeling neutral, 
and only 1 person out of the 24 participants reported feeling happy and confident. In contrast, 
45.8% reported feeling relaxed and proud when engaging in offline creative activities. This 
contrast suggests that digital self-expression may lack emotional fulfilment and is often 
associated with anxiety or self-consciousness. These findings reinforce Goffman’s theory of 
impression management, which states that awareness of an audience causes expression to change 
from inwardly motivated creativity to performance that is influenced by outside factors. The 
societal impacts of visibility and review are highlighted by the emotional difference between 
online and offline environments. 
  Memory, Identity, and Anamnesis
The concept of anamnesis provides further insight into how digital media reshapes identity 
through memory. According to the findings, 16.7% of participants reported that they do rely on 
social media posts to recall memories, compared to 41.7% who said they do so occasionally. 
This supports the idea that ‘social media functions as a prosthetic memory’[footnoteRef:27458], where experiences  [27458:  Mandiberg (ed.), The Social Media Reader, p. 142] 

are externalised and stored digitally. Furthermore, the notion that ‘to remember through media is
 to construct identity through selection’[footnoteRef:10873] is reflected in how pre-teens selectively document and  [10873:  Mandiberg (ed.), The Social Media Reader, p. 145] 

preserve moments. Identity formation becomes linked not only to lived experience but also to 
what is recorded and shared. The performative aspect of digital identity may be reinforced by 
the fact that these memories are selected for an audience, perhaps representing manufactured 
versions of the self. 
The Continued Role of Offline Spaces
The findings also highlight the continued importance of offline environments. The positive 
emotional responses associated with private creative activities, notably, 25% of participants said 
they don’t participate in these activities at all, suggesting a potential shift towards digital reliance 
for some individuals. Authentic self-expression is still strongly associated with offline private 
environments, pre-teen self-expression has been altered by digital media from the introduction of 
new performance styles, reshaping emotional experiences, and the impact on the construction of 
Identity and memory. 

Conclusion:
The conflict between authenticity and performance in preteens' digital self-expression is a 
significant discovery. Although young users are highly active online, these platforms do not 
always reflect their “real” selves. Awareness of an audience shapes how they present themselves, 
making posting a deliberate act of impression management in line with Danah Boyd, ‘networked 
publics complicate how individuals present themselves because audiences are invisible, 
imagined, and persistent.’[footnoteRef:17595] As a result, pre-teens must constantly anticipate how their content will  [17595:  Danah Boyd, It’s Complicated: The Social Lives of Networked Teens (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014) p.31] 

be received thus highlighting that digital media is not neutral as it actively influences behaviour 
by promoting deliberate, socially acceptable expression as opposed to impulsive or exploratory 
communication. By measuring social approval, platform features including likes, comments, and 
shares amplify this effect. According to Jacqueline Nesi, ‘adolescents' self-presentation is 
shaped by feedback mechanisms that reward certain identities over others.’[footnoteRef:31424] By subtly guiding  [31424:  Jacqueline Nesi, ‘The Impact of Social Media on Youth Mental Health’, in Technology and Adolescent Mental Health, ed. by Katie Davis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020) p.88] 

identity creation, these validation systems change self-expression from an internal process to one 
that is influenced by platform design and external input. Permanence and visibility support this 
shift. Social media archives posts, creating lasting records of identity that can be revisited and 
judged. According to Katie Davis, profiles are ‘living archives of the self, where past and present 
identities coexist,’[footnoteRef:26656] which places pressure on users to project a consistent and socially acceptable  [26656:  Katie Davis, The App Generation: How Today’s Youth Navigate Identity, Intimacy, and Imagination in a Digital World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013) p.67] 

identity. This permanence can heighten self-consciousness, discouraging risk-taking and 
limiting creative exploration. offline environments remain important. Participants reported 
feeling more relaxed and authentic in private settings, where they could express themselves 
without fear of judgement. While the study’s small sample limits generalisation, its findings 
align with existing research, suggesting that digital media reshapes pre-teen self-expression by 
prioritising performance, visibility, and social validation, rather than replacing authentic identity
 development entirely. 

The findings of this research show that, while not completely transformed digital media has 
significantly altered pre-teen self-expression. Rather than replacing traditional forms of creativity 
and identity development, digital platforms have altered the conditions under which self-
expression occurs. As the researcher, I recognised that this alteration is not simply behavioural 
but also structural in reflecting broader changes in how identity is constructed, performed, and 
remembered. The increasingly performative aspect of self-expression is at the center of this shift. 
It is evident that digital media heightens this dynamic by drawing on Erving Goffman's theory of 
social interaction as performance, in which individuals seek validation for the impressions they 
present. This "performance" on social media is now ongoing rather than sporadic, influenced by 
imagined audiences and the expectation of response. This is supported by the survey findings, 
which show that a high percentage of the 24 participants intentionally produce content with 
posting in mind demonstrating a shift from internally driven expression to externally focused 
self-presentation. 

A key insight from the study is that increased visibility does not equate to greater authenticity. 
Participants reported feeling most like their “real selves” in offline, private environments, 
highlighting tension between the experienced self and the performed self. Despite being 
extremely visible and socially encouraged, digital self-expression might not have the same depth 
and stability as unnoticed creative forms which aligns with media ecology perspectives, 
that emphasise the platforms themselves shape both the form and content of expression. Pre-
teens internalise these structures, adapting to norms that prioritise visual appeal, immediacy, and
 engagement. Expression becomes more immediate and external as a result, but it may also 
become less introspective. The concept of anamnesis further extends this analysis by revealing 
how memory and identity are increasingly externalised. Participants described using social 
media to document and revisit experiences, suggesting that what is remembered is often what is 
recorded and shared. This introduces selective element to selfhood, where chosen representation
 may differ from real experience. Identity, therefore, becomes not only performed in the present 
but also archived and reinterpreted over time. Despite these tensions, an important and hopeful 
finding from this research is the resilience demonstrated by the pre-teens involved. While they 
are clearly navigating pressures of visibility and performance, they have not abandoned 
authenticity altogether. The continued significance of offline activities such as writing and 
drawing demonstrates the continuous need for private, introspective settings where self-
expression is not subject to audience criticism. These environments encourage experimentation, 
creativity, and a deeper sense of personal belonging, signaling the continued importance of 
traditional methods of identity development. 

However, this raises a critical question: if pre-teens are spending significant amounts of time on 
platforms where they do not feel like their “real selves,” this habit qualifies for deeper reflection. 
It raises broader concerns about how these environments function in daily life and if creating a 
balance between online and offline expression is sustainable or beneficial. This question spans 
not only human behavior but also the cultural norms and design of digital platforms. Ultimately, 
my research suggests that pre-teens now inhabit a complex, hybrid expressive environment, 
navigating between public and private and authentic and performed forms of identity. Digital 
media has undeniably made self-expression more visible, immediate, and socially mediated, 
however, rather than resolving questions of authenticity, it has intensified and complicated them. 
From a research perspective, the findings point to a thoughtfully hopeful conclusion. Despite 
significant structural pressures, the pre-teens within my research demonstrated adaptability and 
resilience. They actively navigate these environments while still maintaining forms of authentic 
self-expression in offline settings. This indicates that while digital media complicates identity 
formation it does not diminish young individuals capacity for agency. Instead, it highlights their 
ability to engage and adapt to the evolving demands of digital life. 

image.png
iadt<)

ouN LADGHAIE

NEW MEDIA STUDIES

Submission Form

This cover sheet must be completed, signed and attached to the back of every
assignment that is submitted for continuous assessment on this programme.

NAME: Georgina Byme
STUDENT NUMBER: N00210970
YEAR:

MODULE: Major Project

ASSIGNMENT: Thesis written paper Word count 3,226

By ticking the boxes below, I declare that T have: /
Read IADT’s plagiarism policy (available on Blackboard)

Acknowledged all sources used in completing this assignment B/ ;

Referenced all sources, in text, at the point that they have been cited

smﬁ%,%ﬁ&(m date of submission of assignment)

Date: 16 April 2026





