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ABSTRACT
The digital era has reshaped identity formation, turning self-presentation into a mediated and continuously evolving process. Building on 
Erving Goffman’s dramaturgical model, this paper explores how digital platforms blur the distinction between private rehearsal spaces and 
public identity performances by collapsing audiences into unified interaction streams. Psychological evidence from large-scale adolescent 
studies suggests that identity outcomes depend more on the nature of engagement and authenticity of self-representation than on screen 
time volume alone. Cultural critics further highlight that platform architectures and attention-driven metrics influence which identity 
signals gain visibility and social reinforcement. The paper synthesizes sociological theory, adolescent identity research, and media-cultural 
critique to propose a framework for coherent and ethical digital self-authorship. The findings advocate for reflective self-reinvention that 
preserves psychological clarity, moral alignment, and contextual awareness while leveraging digital affordances for personal growth rather 
than performative distortion.
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Introduction 
Erving Goffman conceptualized identity expression as a form 
of social performance, where individuals regulate impressions 
depending on audience expectations and environmental norms. 
In face-to-face interaction, these performances rely on embodied 
signals such as tone of voice, posture, eye contact, interpersonal 
distance, and immediate audience feedback. The metaphor 
of social life as theater remains one of the most influential 
sociological frameworks because it emphasizes that identity 
is not a fixed entity but a dynamic act shaped by context and 
audience interpretation. 
 
However, digital media fundamentally transform this dynamic. 
The stage of self-presentation is no longer bound to physical 
co-presence but exists within persistent, searchable, interface-
mediated environments. Online interactions archive identity 
signals beyond the moment of expression, allowing audiences 
to retrieve and evaluate content asynchronously. This shift 

intensifies the strategic nature of impression management: 
identity is now composed through editable text, curated images, 
filters, captions, timestamps, and engagement metrics rather 
than spontaneous embodied copresence [1]. 
 
Psychological theory further complements this transformation 
by emphasizing that the desire for social acceptance stems 
from a deep psychological drive to belong [2-4]. Adolescents 
and young users in particular experience identity formation at 
a stage of heightened sensitivity to inclusion and approval. The 
motivation to be recognized, validated, and included shapes 
self-presentation behaviors online just as much as offline, but 
the absence of physical co-presence moves impression crafting 
from spontaneous expression to deliberate curation. 
 
This essay explores how identity is authored and reinvented 
when mediated through technology, where symbols replace 
bodies, audiences converge into unified streams, and feedback 
becomes quantifiable data rather than ephemeral reaction. 
The central objective is to interpret how performance changes 
when the stage becomes digital, and how identity reinvention 
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can occur coherently without distorting internal self-clarity or 
ethical alignment. 
 
The Self: Definitions and Modern Identity Frameworks 
In philosophy, the self refers to an individual’s being, values, and 
knowledge, and the relationship between these attributes. Unlike 
identity, which implies external sameness and classification, 
selfhood is anchored in the first-person perspective, emphasizing 
agency, subjectivity, and uniqueness rather than externally 
assigned labels. This philosophical distinction becomes 
increasingly relevant in digital environments, where external 
identity classification is amplified while internal continuity must 
be intentionally preserved. 
 
Charles Taylor’s work, Sources of the Self, argues that modern 
identity is a process of self-authorship anchored in internal 
moral frameworks and cultural narratives rather than passive 
external categorization. According to Taylor, identity is not 
merely inherited but actively constructed through chosen values, 
commitments, and interpretive lenses. This model anticipated 
the modern identity condition: individuals desire autonomy 
in defining themselves, yet must work to maintain coherence 
between internal values and external identity signals [5]. 
 
Digital media expand the tools of self-authorship, offering 
unprecedented ability to narrate oneself publicly, test new 
identity roles, edit self-signals asynchronously, and receive 
social feedback at scale. However, the very tools that empower 
reinvention also intensify its labor. Unlike offline identity 
crafting, where self-presentation can be tailored instinctively 
depending on audience and region, online identity signals must 
compete within platform architectures that collapse audiences 
into one shared interpretive frame [6].
 
Thus, the self in the digital age exists in tension between creative 
self-reinvention and the need for psychological continuity. The 
challenge is not whether identity is performed, but how it is 
maintained coherently when self-signals become persistent 
exhibitions rather than ephemeral encounters 
 
Goffman’s Model and the Expansion of the Stage 
Goffman identifies six key principles of impression 
management. First, individuals are performers who project 
personas strategically. Second, they seek credibility through 
authentic expertise signals. Third, they avoid acting out of 
character by aligning expressive signals with role expectations. 
Fourth, inadequate performances are repaired through corrective 
or restorative action [7]. Fifth, identity expression occurs in 
defined regions of performance such as workplaces, gatherings, 
and media environments. Sixth, individuals often perform in 
teams, coordinating collective identity signals to shape shared 
impression outcomes. 
 
Hogan later extended Goffman’s framework by differentiating 
between synchronous performances (live online interaction) and 
asynchronous exhibitions (curated digital content), emphasizing 
that identity signals online are less spontaneous and more edited 
before publication [8,9]. This extension is crucial because it 
shows that online platforms turn identity into a curated display 
rather than a co-present interaction. 
 

In face-to-face encounters, impression management unfolds 
instinctively, where individuals adjust tone, gesture, and manner 
as reactions unfold. Online, however, these adjustments occur 
before the moment of publication. Users edit, delete, filter, 
curate images, refine language, and choose posting sequence 
and timing as identity signals themselves. This transforms the 
backstage from a physical private region into a digital drafting 
region, while the frontstage becomes a singular public interface 
rather than multiple co-present spaces. 
 
These structural changes do not imply deception by default, but 
they amplify the strategic nature of identity crafting. Identity 
signals must now be deliberately aligned with the psychological 
need for belonging, clarity, and moral continuity. 
  
Digital Media Affordances and Identity Constraints 
Digital platforms embed design characteristics that influence 
what identity signals thrive. These affordances include content 
persistence, searchability, visibility defaults, and engagement 
metrics. Persistence means identity signals remain archived 
long after publication, while searchability means content can 
be retrieved anytime by audiences beyond the original moment. 
Visibility defaults expose identity signals to unknown observers 
unless deliberately filtered or segmented by users. Metrics such 
as likes, shares, and comments quantify impression outcomes 
rapidly, acting as symbolic markers of social reinforcement 
rather than ephemeral reactions. 
 
Unlike offline impression management, where cues such as voice 
tone, posture, and interpersonal distance adjust instinctively 
depending on social room or audience presence, digital platforms 
collapse these audiences into one stream. A single profile 
update or post may reach peers, acquaintances, professional 
contacts, strangers, and algorithmic observers simultaneously, 
all interpreting the same identity signal through different 
expectations and value frameworks. This makes contextual 
tailoring more difficult, but reinvention more iterative. 
 
Hogan’s model suggests that digital self-presentation occurs 
not only through real-time performances such as live streams 
or calls, but through exhibitions—edited identity signals 
published asynchronously. The individual curates the expressive 
tools in advance rather than adapting them instinctively mid-
interaction. This shift increases control over self-presentation 
but also intensifies the pressure to perfect identity signals before 
publication, creating a mediated environment where symbols 
replace bodies as the language of impression management 
 
What the Evidence Says About Adolescents’ Digital Identity 
Outcomes 
Large-scale systematic reviews synthesizing 32 studies with 
nearly 20,000 adolescents reveal that identity outcomes depend 
more on what young people do online than on how long they 
spend online. This distinction is essential because it reframes 
the discourse from digital media volume to digital media 
engagement type. Adolescents who actively participate in 
identity experimentation by editing profiles, posting content, 
responding to feedback, and testing identity roles demonstrate 
higher levels of identity exploration. However, exploration 
becomes psychologically constructive only when paired with 
eventual commitments rather than performative distortion. 
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Authentic self-representation—where identity signals are aligned 
with internal values and personal continuity—correlates with 
greater self-concept clarity, whereas idealized or fictionalized self-
representation increases identity confusion. Social comparison 
behaviors, especially when not interpreted reflectively, are 
associated with increased identity distress, particularly during 
transitional periods of psychological and social self-definition. 
These findings do not condemn comparison by default, but 
emphasize the importance of reflective interpretation over 
emotional verdicts, where comparison becomes a catalyst for 
learning rather than a source of identity condemnation. 
 
Platforms, Culture, and the Labor of Authenticity 
Cultural critics have examined identity through the lens of 
platform economies and architecture. Tolentino argued that 
digital platforms reward curated self-branding faster than self-
knowledge. Taylor emphasized that platforms centralize cultural 
visibility power, shaping which identity signals thrive. These 
critiques reveal why authenticity online demands more labor 
than fantasy, identity signals that align with moral continuity 
compete more slowly than identity signals optimized for attention 
metrics. However, these critiques do not act as psychological 
verdicts but as structural interpretations that explain why digital 
identity feels both empowering and exhausting. 
 
Reinvention of the Self: Coherent Digital Self-Authorship 
Despite platform constraints, digital media create unprecedented 
conditions for public self-authorship. Reinvention becomes 
constructive when internal coherence is preserved, external 
feedback is interpreted reflectively, audiences are context 
segmented intentionally, and social comparison serves as 
inspiration for learning rather than condemnation. The objective 
is not to author one final identity, but to reinvent the self 
iteratively while preserving psychological clarity and ethical 
alignment. 
 
Digital media have made identity reinvention visible, iterative, 
and global. Reinvention succeeds when the self is curated 
honestly rather than distorted for attention economies, context 
is managed intentionally rather than collapsed universally, 
feedback is interpreted in aggregate as data rather than identity 
condemnation, and comparison is reflective rather than 
emotionally disruptive. The aim is not to crystallize one static 
digital self, but to expand identity with integrity, preserving 
alignment between internal values and external identity signals 
while leveraging platforms for learning rather than pressure 
alone. 
 
The digital age has not introduced the existence of self-
presentation, but it has radically altered its mechanics, scale, 
and permanence. Identity, once shaped primarily through 
localized and temporal social encounters, is now constructed 
within persistent digital architectures that store, distribute, and 
evaluate self-signals far beyond the moment of their creation. 
The individual no longer performs for one room at a time, 
but for an invisible auditorium composed of overlapping 
audiences, algorithmic observers, and engagement metrics that 
quantify social reinforcement with unprecedented speed. This 
transformation shifts impression management from embodied 
expression, voice, eye contact, posture, proximity, into symbolic 
composition, where filters, edited imagery, refined language, 

posting order, and digital footprints become the dominant 
grammar of identity projection. 
 
Psychological evidence underscores that identity outcomes 
for adolescents are influenced less by screen time volume and 
more by the quality of engagement and the truth value of self-
representation. This distinction reframes digital media not as a 
deterministic force of identity harm, but as a high-amplification 
environment where both risks and opportunities intensify. 
Identity confusion, distress, and performative misalignment 
emerge when digital self-signals detach from internal continuity, 
moral self-knowledge, or contextual awareness. Conversely, 
self-concept clarity, identity exploration, and constructive 
reinvention thrive when digital platforms are used as tools 
for reflective self-authorship rather than fantasy-driven self-
branding. 
 
Cultural critiques of platform economies further reveal why 
authenticity is psychologically laborious online: systems reward 
attention-optimized identity signals faster than morally coherent 
or internally anchored self-expressions. Yet this pressure does 
not imply that users must reject digital reinvention; rather, they 
must design it intentionally. Reinvention becomes sustainable 
when individuals treat feedback as aggregated data rather than 
identity verdicts, calibrate comparison as inspiration rather than 
condemnation, and segment audiences strategically to mitigate 
interpretive collapse. 
 
The ultimate insight of this paper is both simple and structural: 
digital identity is not corrupted merely because it is public, but 
because it is unmanaged. Platforms can either operate as mirrors 
of anxiety or instruments of self-expansion depending on how 
individuals regulate their self-signals, narrative continuity, 
and moral alignment. The goal is not to stabilize one final 
digital persona, but to achieve a coherent oscillation between 
reinvention and integrity—where the self evolves without 
fracturing, performs without losing internal clarity, and authors 
itself without surrendering autonomy to external metrics. 
 
Future identity literacy for adolescents and digital natives 
should therefore emphasize not restriction, but discernment—
the ability to differentiate signal from self, attention from 
authenticity, and reinvention from distortion. When digital 
media are approached as laboratories of public self-composition 
rather than arenas of psychological verdicts, identity reinvention 
shifts from performative pressure into performative mastery. 
The self becomes not a passive actor molded by platforms, but a 
deliberate author using platforms to refine itself in public while 
preserving its coherence in private. Reinvention, when ethically 
anchored, is not a rupture of the self, but a continuation of it 
through new expressive mediums. In this sense, digital identity 
should be seen not as a threat to authenticity, but as its most 
demanding proving ground—where integrity is not assumed, but 
earned through conscious design, reflective self-authorship, and 
the disciplined opening of the mind toward multiplicity without 
fragmentation. 

References 
1.	 Bauman Z. Liquid Modernity. 2000.
2.	 Baumeister RF. Identity: Cultural Change and the Struggle 

for Self. Oxford University Press. 1986.



Copyright © Fjolla Zllatku.

J Mat Sci Eng Technol, 2026

 Volume 4 | Issue 1

www.oaskpublishers.com Page: 4 of 4

3.	 Goffman E. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. 1959. 
4.	 Hogan B. The Exhibition of the Self. 2010. 
5.	 Taylor C. Sources of the Self. 1989. 
6.	 Leary M, Kowalski R. Impression Management Model. 

1990. 
7.	 Cho. Digital Performance Regions. 2018. 
8.	 Collins R. Social Comparison Framework. 1996. 
9.	 Giddens A. Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society 

in the Late Modern Age, Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press. 1991.

Copyright: © 2026 Fjolla Zllatku. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which 
permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited.


