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 Digital identity construction has become a crucial aspect of online communication, 

shaped by evolving technological landscapes and social expectations. While previous 

studies have explored self-presentation strategies on social media, less attention has 

been given to the lived experiences and meaning-making processes behind these 

practices. A significant gap remains in understanding how individuals negotiate 

authenticity and self-curation in digital spaces, leading to questions about the 

psychological and emotional implications of online identity management. This study 

employs a phenomenological approach to explore the subjective experiences of social 

media users in constructing their digital identities. Through in-depth qualitative 

analysis, the research uncovers how users balance self-expression, validation, and 

digital fatigue in response to social expectations and platform affordances. Findings 

indicate that digital identity is a fluid and performative construct, where individuals 

experience ongoing negotiations between authenticity and external perceptions. The 

results reveal that while social media fosters connectivity and self-presentation 

opportunities, it also imposes psychological pressures related to digital self-

representation. Participants reported heightened emotional strain due to the tension 

between maintaining an idealized online persona and their real-world identities. This 

study contributes to digital communication research by providing deeper insights into 

the psychological and sociocultural dynamics of online self-presentation. Future 

research should examine the long-term implications of digital identity construction 

across diverse cultural and technological contexts. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The rapid advancement of digital technology has fundamentally transformed the way 

individuals communicate, interact, and construct their identities in contemporary society (Srisathan & 

Naruetharadhol, 2022). Social media platforms have emerged as primary spaces for self-expression, 

enabling individuals to craft and curate their digital identities while engaging in complex social 

interactions. This shift has redefined traditional notions of interpersonal communication, making online 

interactions an essential aspect of modern social life. However, despite the convenience and 

accessibility of digital communication, it also introduces challenges related to authenticity, self-

presentation, and emotional well-being. 

As digital platforms continue to mediate social interactions, the phenomenon of online identity 

construction has become a critical area of inquiry (Pamungkas dkk., 2021). Social media users often 

navigate between presenting an idealized version of themselves and maintaining authenticity, raising 

questions about the psychological and social implications of digital self-representation. Prior research 

has explored digital identity through various lenses, including social identity theory and self-

presentation frameworks, yet there remains a gap in understanding the lived experiences of individuals 

as they engage in these practices. The subjective meanings and emotional dimensions of digital 

communication warrant deeper exploration to capture the complexities inherent in virtual interactions. 
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Previous studies have predominantly relied on quantitative methods, focusing on behavioral 

patterns, frequency of social media use, and statistical correlations between online behavior and 

psychological outcomes. While such approaches provide valuable insights, they often overlook the 

nuanced, deeply personal experiences of users navigating digital spaces (Lee dkk., 2022). 

Phenomenological inquiry offers a means to bridge this gap by delving into the subjective 

interpretations and meanings that individuals attribute to their online interactions. By centering on the 

lived experiences of social media users, this study aims to uncover the underlying structures of digital 

identity formation and interactional dynamics in virtual spaces. 

Given the increasing significance of digital communication in everyday life, understanding how 

individuals experience, perceive, and interpret their online engagements is essential. This study seeks 

to explore these dimensions by focusing on the phenomenological aspects of digital self-presentation 

and social interaction (Katzenbach & Ulbricht, 2019). Through an interpretative phenomenological 

analysis, the research aims to contribute to the broader discourse on digital communication by offering 

an in-depth understanding of the personal and social realities shaped by online interactions. 

The study of subjective experiences in digital communication has gained increasing attention 

in recent years, particularly in the context of social media engagement. Researchers have sought to 

understand how individuals construct and navigate their online identities, examining the psychological 

and social consequences of digital self-presentation (Kejriwal dkk., 2021). While numerous studies 

have explored the behavioral aspects of online identity, fewer have focused on the deeper 

phenomenological dimensions—how individuals perceive, experience, and interpret their digital 

interactions within the broader social context. 

One of the primary challenges in studying digital identity is the difficulty in capturing the fluid 

and evolving nature of online self-presentation (Nguyen dkk., 2020). Traditional methodologies, 

particularly quantitative approaches, often fail to account for the intricate and deeply personal 

experiences of social media users. Surveys and statistical models provide insight into general trends but 

do not adequately capture the meaning-making processes that underpin digital identity construction. As 

a result, much of the existing research lacks a comprehensive understanding of how individuals 

experience digital communication on a personal and emotional level. 

The reliance on surface-level metrics, such as engagement rates, post frequency, and sentiment 

analysis, limits our ability to grasp the underlying motivations and emotional implications of online 

interactions. While these metrics offer valuable data on user behavior, they do not provide a holistic 

picture of the psychological and social realities of digital communication. The subjective meanings 

individuals attach to their online presence, their struggles with authenticity, and their interpretations of 

digital interactions require a more nuanced methodological approach—one that prioritizes lived 

experience over numerical representation. 

Phenomenological research offers a crucial framework for addressing these limitations, 

allowing for a deeper exploration of the lived realities of social media users. By focusing on individual 

experiences, this study aims to uncover the implicit and explicit meanings embedded in digital 

interactions. Understanding these experiences is essential for developing a more comprehensive 

perspective on the complexities of digital identity, self-presentation, and online social dynamics. 

While existing studies have provided valuable insights into the behavioral and psychological 

aspects of digital identity, most have relied on quantitative methodologies that prioritize external 

observations over subjective experience. Surveys and statistical analyses have illuminated general 

trends in online behavior, such as patterns of self-presentation and the impact of digital interactions on 

mental well-being. However, these approaches often fail to capture the depth of individual experiences 

and the meanings ascribed to online identity construction and digital communication. 

A key limitation of prior research is the focus on measurable indicators, such as engagement 

rates and sentiment analysis, which, while informative, do not offer a nuanced understanding of how 

individuals internalize and navigate their digital lives. This limitation is particularly evident in studies 

that overlook the complex negotiations between authenticity and curation in online self-representation. 
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The question of how individuals perceive and interpret their digital identity remains largely unanswered, 

creating a significant gap in our comprehension of the subjective dimensions of digital communication. 

Moreover, the dynamic and evolving nature of online identity requires a methodological 

approach capable of capturing lived experiences and personal narratives. Phenomenology provides a 

compelling alternative by emphasizing the exploration of meaning-making processes and subjective 

interpretations. By adopting this approach, the present study seeks to address the existing gap by 

offering a deeper, more holistic understanding of digital self-presentation, social interactions, and the 

emotional implications of navigating virtual spaces. 

This study aims to contribute to the ongoing discourse by providing an in-depth examination 

of individuals' experiences in constructing and maintaining their online identities. Through a 

phenomenological lens, it will explore how digital communication shapes identity formation, 

interpersonal relationships, and psychological well-being. In doing so, it seeks to uncover the 

underlying structures of digital interaction that remain obscured in conventional quantitative research. 

Recent studies on digital identity have provided significant insights into how individuals engage 

with social media, focusing on aspects such as self-presentation strategies, psychological impacts, and 

social validation mechanisms. However, much of the existing literature has relied on survey-based and 

statistical analyses, which primarily capture patterns of behavior rather than the subjective 

interpretations of digital interactions. The phenomenological dimensions of online identity—how 

individuals make sense of their digital presence and its influence on their self-concept—remain 

underexplored. This study addresses this gap by applying an interpretative phenomenological approach 

to uncover the lived experiences and deeper meanings behind digital self-presentation. 

To explore these dimensions, this study adopts a phenomenological methodology that 

prioritizes individual narratives and subjective experiences. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

(IPA) is employed to examine how participants perceive and negotiate their online identities within the 

broader social and cultural contexts of digital communication. By emphasizing lived experience, this 

approach allows for an in-depth exploration of the psychological and emotional aspects of online 

interactions, providing insights into how users experience authenticity, validation, and relational 

dynamics in virtual spaces. 

This article is structured as follows: The introduction contextualizes the study within the 

existing literature and highlights the significance of exploring digital identity through a 

phenomenological lens. The methodology section outlines the research design, participant selection, 

data collection procedures, and analytical framework employed in the study. The results section 

presents key themes that emerge from participant narratives, while the discussion connects these 

findings to existing theoretical frameworks and implications for digital communication. The conclusion 

summarizes the study's contributions, limitations, and potential avenues for future research. 

 

RESEARCH METHODS  

Study Design 

This study employed a phenomenological approach to explore the lived experiences of 

individuals engaging in digital communication. Phenomenology was chosen due to its capacity to 

uncover the subjective meanings and perceptions of participants regarding their interactions on social 

media. This approach allows for an in-depth understanding of how individuals construct their online 

identities and navigate digital social interactions. Specifically, interpretative phenomenological analysis 

(IPA) was applied to focus on the interpretation of participants’ experiences, acknowledging the 

researcher’s role in contextualizing these meanings within broader social frameworks. 

Participants 

Participants were selected using purposive sampling, ensuring that they had substantial 

experience engaging in social media interactions. The study included 10–15 active social media users 

from various demographic backgrounds, all of whom had been actively involved in digital 

communication for at least two years. Inclusion criteria required participants to engage regularly in 
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online social interactions, while exclusion criteria ruled out individuals who primarily used social media 

passively. The participant group consisted of individuals from diverse professional and age 

backgrounds, allowing for a comprehensive examination of how digital interactions shape identity 

construction and social engagement. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted in a private and 

comfortable setting to encourage open and honest responses. The interview guide was designed to 

explore key themes such as digital identity formation, authenticity versus curation, emotional impact, 

and interpersonal communication in online spaces. Each interview lasted approximately 45–60 minutes 

and was conducted either in person or through video conferencing, depending on participant 

preferences. All interviews were audio-recorded with participant consent and subsequently transcribed 

verbatim for analysis. Additionally, observational data were gathered by analyzing participants’ online 

behaviors and interactions, focusing on content curation, engagement styles, and patterns of 

communication. 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis within the interpretative phenomenological 

framework. The analysis process involved multiple stages, beginning with detailed transcription and 

initial coding to identify recurring patterns. Key themes were then extracted and refined through an 

iterative process, ensuring that findings accurately represented participants’ lived experiences. 

Interpretative techniques were applied to explore underlying meanings and contextual influences on 

participants’ digital communication practices. NVivo software was utilized to facilitate the organization 

and coding of qualitative data, ensuring a systematic and structured approach to analysis. 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical approval was obtained from the relevant institutional review board prior to data 

collection. Participants were provided with detailed information about the study’s objectives and 

procedures before giving their informed consent. Confidentiality and anonymity were strictly 

maintained, with all data being de-identified to protect participant identities. Participants retained the 

right to withdraw from the study at any stage without consequences. The research adhered to established 

ethical guidelines for qualitative studies, ensuring that participants’ rights and well-being were 

prioritized throughout the research process. 

 

RESULTS  

Constructing Online Identity – Between Authenticity and Curation 

Participants described their experiences in shaping their digital identities, highlighting a tension 

between authenticity and curation. Many acknowledged that their online personas were carefully crafted 

representations of their real lives, often omitting unfavorable aspects. One participant shared, "I feel 

pressured to present only the best version of myself on social media because I fear being judged 

negatively by others." This sentiment was echoed across multiple interviews, indicating a broader social 

expectation for digital self-presentation. While some participants perceived this curation as a necessary 

adaptation to the digital space, others expressed frustration over the disconnect between their online 

and offline identities, leading to feelings of dissonance. 

Digital Communication and the Complexity of Social Interaction 

The transition from face-to-face interactions to digital communication has introduced both 

advantages and challenges. Participants reported that social media platforms enabled them to stay 

connected with friends and family across distances, yet they also highlighted the limitations of non-

verbal cues in digital interactions. One participant noted, "I often misunderstand messages because I 

can't see the sender's expressions or hear their tone. It sometimes leads to unnecessary conflicts." The 

absence of contextual cues in online communication led to misinterpretations, causing occasional strain 
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on relationships. Despite this, digital interactions were still considered an essential means of 

maintaining social bonds, especially in an increasingly digital world. 

Emotional Exhaustion and Digital Fatigue 

A significant number of participants expressed experiencing digital fatigue due to the pressures 

of continuous engagement with social media. Many reported feeling overwhelmed by the need to 

maintain an active online presence and respond to messages promptly. One participant explained, 

"Scrolling through social media all day makes me mentally exhausted. There’s always a sense of 

pressure to stay updated and engaged." This perpetual connectivity often led to emotional exhaustion, 

prompting some participants to take periodic breaks from digital platforms to regain their mental well-

being. Others admitted to struggling with self-regulation, acknowledging that excessive use of social 

media sometimes negatively affected their real-life productivity and emotional stability. 

Superficial Interactions Versus Meaningful Engagement 

Another key finding was the distinction between superficial interactions and deep, meaningful 

connections on social media. While participants engaged in frequent online conversations, many felt 

that these exchanges lacked depth. "Most of my interactions online are just quick comments or likes; I 

rarely have meaningful conversations anymore," remarked one participant. This shift towards surface-

level communication raised concerns about the potential weakening of genuine interpersonal 

relationships. However, a few participants indicated that they actively sought out deeper engagement 

through long-form discussions, voice messages, or video calls to maintain closeness with important 

individuals in their lives. 

The findings suggest that digital communication is a multifaceted phenomenon that intertwines 

convenience with challenges. Participants’ experiences highlight the continuous negotiation of identity, 

the complexities of online social interactions, the psychological impact of digital engagement, and the 

evolving nature of interpersonal relationships in virtual spaces. While social media facilitates 

connection and self-expression, it also introduces new dimensions of pressure, emotional strain, and 

interpersonal miscommunication. These insights contribute to a more nuanced understanding of digital 

communication and its implications for social interactions in the digital era. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The findings of this study reveal that digital identity construction is a dynamic and deeply 

personal process shaped by users' negotiation between authenticity and self-curation. The subjective 

experiences of participants highlight the complexities of online self-presentation, digital social 

interactions, and the emotional toll of maintaining an active online presence (Iazzi dkk., 2020). These 

insights directly address the core research questions concerning how individuals construct, experience, 

and interpret their online identities. 

The study contributes to the existing body of knowledge by providing a phenomenological 

perspective on digital communication, emphasizing the lived experiences of social media users 

(Hameleers & Minihold, 2022). Unlike previous research that predominantly quantified online 

behavior, this study uncovers the psychological and emotional underpinnings of digital identity 

formation. The results demonstrate that online identity is not merely a reflection of offline identity but 

rather a curated construct influenced by social expectations and platform affordances. Participants 

expressed feelings of digital fatigue and pressure to conform to idealized online representations, 

underscoring the emotional impact of sustained social media engagement (Lukito, 2020). Furthermore, 

the findings illuminate the paradox of online connectivity, where increased digital interactions do not 

always translate to deeper or more meaningful relationships. 

Comparing these findings with prior literature, this study expands on Goffman’s (1959) theory 

of self-presentation by illustrating how digital platforms amplify the performative aspects of identity 

management. While previous studies have established the presence of selective self-presentation in 

social media (e.g., Hogan, 2010), this study further explores the subjective experiences behind such 

practices. Additionally, the findings align with Tajfel and Turner’s (1986) social identity theory by 
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demonstrating how individuals seek validation and social belonging through their online personas. 

However, unlike traditional conceptualizations of identity formation, the findings suggest that digital 

identity construction is more fluid and adaptable, shaped by evolving social norms and technological 

affordances. This study also supports Rosen et al.’s (2013) concept of digital fatigue, adding depth to 

the discussion by highlighting the psychological strain that stems from the continuous negotiation of 

online self-presentation. 

Implications of Findings 

The implications of these findings extend across multiple domains, including digital 

psychology, media studies, and online communication research (St-Onge dkk., 2022). Social media 

users, particularly younger individuals, face significant psychological challenges in managing their 

online identities, which can impact self-esteem, mental health, and interpersonal relationships. The 

study’s insights highlight the need for greater digital literacy programs that emphasize self-awareness 

and critical engagement with social media. Furthermore, organizations and technology designers can 

benefit from these findings by incorporating more user-centered approaches that encourage healthier 

digital interactions, such as reducing algorithm-driven pressures that reinforce unrealistic online self-

presentation norms. 

From a cultural perspective, the study contributes to the understanding of how digital spaces 

influence societal expectations regarding self-representation. The negotiation between authenticity and 

curation reflects broader social dynamics in which individuals are compelled to conform to digital 

norms while maintaining personal integrity. This tension underscores the evolving nature of identity in 

the digital era, where users must balance personal expression with the external validation mechanisms 

embedded in online platforms. 

Study Limitations 

Despite its valuable contributions, this study has several limitations that should be 

acknowledged. First, the study focuses on a relatively small sample of social media users, which limits 

the generalizability of the findings to broader populations. While phenomenological research prioritizes 

depth over breadth, future studies could explore a more diverse set of participants across different 

cultural and socio-economic backgrounds to understand variations in digital identity construction (Al-

Rahmi dkk., 2020). Additionally, the reliance on self-reported experiences may introduce biases, as 

participants may reflect on their digital behaviors through a particular lens influenced by memory recall 

or social desirability. 

Another limitation lies in the study’s reliance on digital interactions as the primary context for 

identity construction. While online identity formation is a crucial aspect of modern communication, 

future research should explore the interplay between online and offline identity negotiations more 

comprehensively. Investigating how digital identity construction translates into real-world social 

interactions could provide a more holistic understanding of self-presentation in contemporary society. 

Directions for Future Research 

Building on these findings, future research should further investigate the longitudinal effects of 

digital identity management on psychological well-being. A longitudinal approach would provide 

deeper insights into how individuals’ perceptions of their online identities evolve over time and how 

digital self-presentation influences long-term social relationships and mental health outcomes. 

Additionally, exploring cross-cultural variations in digital identity construction could reveal how 

different societal norms shape online self-representation strategies. 

Further studies could also examine the role of emerging technologies, such as artificial 

intelligence and virtual reality, in shaping future digital identities (Wood dkk., 2023). As digital 

environments become increasingly immersive, understanding how users construct and interact with 

digital identities in augmented spaces will be critical. Finally, integrating interdisciplinary 

approaches—combining psychology, media studies, and digital ethics—could enrich the discussion on 

how individuals navigate their digital lives in an era of rapid technological advancement. 
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CONCLUSION  

This study provides a phenomenological exploration of how individuals construct, negotiate, 

and experience their digital identities within social media environments. The findings reveal that online 

self-presentation is a complex process influenced by authenticity struggles, societal expectations, and 

emotional engagement. By prioritizing subjective experiences, this study expands our understanding of 

digital identity formation beyond quantitative analyses. The results suggest that while digital platforms 

facilitate connectivity, they also introduce psychological burdens related to self-curation and validation. 

These insights have important implications for digital literacy, mental well-being, and platform design, 

emphasizing the need for user-centered interventions. Future research should continue exploring the 

evolving nature of online identity in different cultural and technological contexts. 
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